
Series: Light in the Darkness 
“Under the influence” 
Part 1; Ephesians 5.18 

 
Ephesians 5.18 contains two clear commands… 

Abstain from drunkenness (18a) 

It leads to sinful debauchery and ruin. 

Again, since 4.17, Paul has been contrasting the unacceptable behaviors of the world with the suitable 
behaviors of God’s people. Disciples of Jesus discontinue acting and behaving like disciples of Satan. Therefore, 
for example God’s people are not to lie, steal, get sinfully angry, be sexually immoral, OR GET DRUNK.  

Notice the even tighter context: Look carefully how you walk, how you live life and use you time because the 
days are evil (15-16). Don’t be unwise (5.15) or foolish (17) and don’t get drunk (18). 

John Piper: Where do you turn when the days are evil, when you are frightened or discouraged or depressed 
or anxious? Paul pleads with us: “Don’t turn to alcohol; turn to the Spirit.” 

Don’t try to cope with the evil of our culture by drinking. Don’t try to ‘drown’ your anxieties and find joy and 
happiness from alcohol. Such behavior dishonors God. So Paul says there is a better way to cope with the evil 
days, a better way to obtain a calmness and lasting happiness — be filled with the Spirit; stay filled with the 
Spirit.  

Pursue the Spirit’s fullness (18b-21) 

Whereas drunkenness leads to sinful debauchery, Spirit-fulness leads to spiritual maturity. 

Drunkenness leads to ruin; Spirit-fulness leads to praise. 

A quick overview of the Holy Spirit’s work/ministry… 

PRE-SALVATION 

He convicts us of sin, the need for righteousness and pending judgement (Jn. 16.8). 

The Spirit testifies of Christ and points people to him (Jn. 15:26). When you share the gospel with someone, 
you can be assured that the Holy Spirit is working alongside you, silently pointing that person to Jesus. 

AT SALVATION 

The Holy Spirit regenerates and renews the believer (Tit. 3:5). At the moment of salvation, the Spirit baptizes 
the believer into the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12.12-13). 

He indwells believers (Rom. 8.9) and seals them until the day of redemption (Eph. 1.13; 4.30; 2 Cor. 1:22). The 
Holy Spirit is the “guarantee of our [spiritual] inheritance until we acquire possession of it” (Eph. 1.14). 

POST- (and throughout) SALVATION 

He gives us spiritual gifts and the power to use them to edify other believers and advance God’s kingdom (1 
Cor. 12. 4, 11; Acts 1.8). 

He’s our Helper who teaches us biblical truth, helps us understand it, and assists us in prayer (Jn. 14:26; Rom. 
8.26, 1 Cor. 2.14-16). The Holy Spirit “intercedes for God’s people in accordance with the will of God” (Rom. 
8:26–27). 

He sanctifies us, enabling us to grow in our faith and produce spiritual fruit (Gal. 5.22-23). 

And our text tells us that he also can “fill” believers.  

Before we seek to understand what being filled with the Spirit means and what’s involved, let’s focus for a few 
moments on what it does not mean. 



Being filled with the Spirit is NOT A SEEKING AFTER THE SPIRIT 

As we noted in passing earlier, every child of God receives the Holy Spirit at the moment of their salvation. “If 
any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of His” (Rom. 8:9). Being filled with God’s Spirit is not a 
seeking after the Spirit. We already have him living within us.  

So, for extra clarity, nowhere are believers commanded to be baptized by the Spirit. That’s because it’s a once-
for-all experience that takes place at the moment of our salvation (1 Cor. 12.12-13). But we are commanded 
to be filled with the Spirit.  

For the disciple of Jesus, baptism of the Spirit is a fact to be believed; the filling of the Spirit is a habitual 
condition that we must seek. 

Being filled with the Spirit is NOT GETTING MORE OF THE SPIRIT 

Again, you either have the Spirit because you’re saved, or you don’t because you’re not. If you are truly a 
disciple of Jesus, you have God’s spirit dwelling in your body.  

Being spirit-filled is not the process of progressively receiving the Spirit by degrees or in doses. He’s not given 
in installments. 

Being filled with the Spirit is NOT OPTIONAL 

It’s actually a command to be obeyed. Maybe we sometimes think, “The filling of the Spirit is something 
necessary for preachers, missionaries and evangelists, but not for the layperson sitting in the pew.”  

Maybe we think, “I don’t really need the Spirit’s filling. It’s like an option on an automobile, I can take it or 
leave it.” Wrong! It is a command for all Christians. “All of you be filled with the Spirit.” 

What’s a three-letter word for ‘disobedience’? SIN. Did you realize it’s a sin to not be filled with the Spirit? It is 
simply because we are commanded to be Spirit-filled. It’s not optional for a disciple of Jesus. 

We have choice in the matter, for the Spirit’s transforming work to take place, you have to cooperate. You 
have to be involved. You have to desire it, want it, and cooperate with the Spirit’s desire to work in your life. 

Let me further clarify this by restating it a different way… 

Being filled with the Spirit is NOT FOR A SPECIAL FEW BUT FOR ALL BELIEVERS 

Since being Spirit-filled is a command for all believers to obey, that automatically means that this fulness of the 
Spirit is not an elitist privilege for a few; it’s available for all believers. –John Stott 

So, Paul tells us to “be filled with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18), and we all nod approvingly. It sounds like the sort of 
thing we should do. But think about it for a moment, and it can sound rather strange. How on earth do you 
obey a passive verb? We are commanded to be filled, but it’s the Spirit who does the filling.  

If someone tells me, “Phone your mother,” I can do that. But what if someone says, “Be phoned by your 
mother?” Now I’m stumped. Not only is it unclear what I am supposed to do next, it’s not even obvious what 
the instruction means.  

So, let’s see if we can better understand what being filled with or by the Spirit means. When you are filled with 
the Spirit… 

(1) You are Spirit-controlled, influenced and led 

What do you think of when I say someone is “under the influence”? You think of somebody who is drunk, 
right? Why do you think the apostle, Paul, when he made this statement did not say, “Don’t steal, but be filled 
with the Spirit?” Why didn’t he say, “Don’t commit adultery, but be filled with the Spirit”? Why did he say, 
“Don’t be drunk with wine, be filled with the Spirit”?  

It’s because there is both a comparison and a contrast between being “drunk with wine” and being “filled with 
the Spirit.”  



A person ‘under the influence’ of alcohol behaves differently than we not under its influence. Men who are 
timid when sober become belligerent and pugnacious when drunk. Men who are hard as nails when sober 
become sentimental and tearful when drunk. Men who were congenial and friendly when sober become 
cranky and rude when drunk.  

Drunkenness can turn a moral man into an immoral man and make a filthy-minded man sing hymns he learned 
sitting on him mother’s knee. Being ‘under the influence’ of alcohol turns a man into another kind of person. It 
changes his conduct and his conversation. 

Being ‘under the influence’ of alcohol illustrates IN REVERSE what being ‘under the influence’ of the Holy 
Spirit. A Spirit-filled Christian, a believer ‘under the influence’ of God’s Spirit, is transformed into a different 
person. A man or woman who is naturally shy can become bold in their witness for Christ when filled with 
God’s Spirit. A person who might be sullen and short-tempered will be patient and kind when filled with God’s 
Spirit. 

Therefore, rather than be filled with wine and under its influence, Christians should be filled with the Holy Spirit 
and under His influence. 

You see, in the gospels, it speaks of people being totally controlled or dominated by something. Jesus, when 
speaking to his disciples about his pending departure, said in John 16:6 “Sorrow has filled your heart.”  

Because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, Luke 6:11 tells us “[the Pharisees] were filled with fury.”  

After Jesus healed a paralyzed man and told him to get up and walk, Luke 5:26 says the observers “were filled 
with awe.” 

In these passages, we have no difficulty understanding that the emotion or knowledge dominates the being 
and describes what they are really like.  

If Acts 5.3 describes Ananias by saying Satan filled his heart, clearly Satan has dominated his impulses. He was 
doing that which Satan prompted him to do. He resisted other actions and did Satan’s bidding. 

To be filled with the Spirit means we are being controlled by his biddings, his leading. 

The present tense of the verb indicates an ongoing, continuous condition. When Jesus said during the 
wedding reception at Cana, “Fill the jars with water” (Jn. 2.7), that was a one-time filling. But when Paul 
instructs us to be “filled” here in Eph. 5.18, it’s a “present imperative,” which implies the need for ongoing, 
continual filling. There is one baptism of the Spirit but many fillings with/by the Spirit. 

Read Acts and you’ll easily see that both Peter and Paul are said to be “filled with the Spirit” on separate 
occasions.  

No believer stays filled; no believer is controlled without exception until the day they die, unless they get 
saved on their deathbed. Otherwise, the “normal Christian life” includes failures, shortcomings, sin, and 
therefore, the need to be “filled/controlled” again.  

When you’re Spirit-filled, you are also Spirit-led. Those two concepts are basically synonymous. That’s why we 
read in Matthew 4.1 that Jesus was “led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.” A 
Spirit-filled person follows the promptings of the Holy Spirit and is led to do things he or she probably 
wouldn’t have done otherwise. 

When you are filled with the Spirit… 

(2) You are Word-centered and obedient (Col. 3.16) 

Ephesians 5:18 is parallel with Colossians 3:16 as both have nearly identical language.  

Colossians 3:16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all 
wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God. 



Both texts are also followed by instructions to wives and husbands, children and parents, and slaves and 
masters. But in Colossians 3:16, rather than saying, “be filled with the Spirit,” Paul says, “Let the word of Christ 
richly dwell within you.”  

“Dwell” literally means “to take up residency and feel at home.” “Richly” suggests that this constant reference 
to the word of Christ should not be superficial or passing but that it should be a deep and penetrating 
contemplation that enables the message to have transforming power in the life of the community. –Douglas 
Moo 

The “rightful place” for the Bible in not on your coffee table at home or even on the desk in your study. It’s not 
in a magazine rack or on a bookshelf. It’s certainly not in the back seat of your car. The “rightful place” for the 
Scripture in IN YOU!! 

We must allow the Word of God to take up residency and be at home in our lives! That can’t happen if we 
don’t read it, meditate on it, seek to memorize it and hide its truths in our heart and mind. The Word cannot 
dwell in you richly if you are not careful in how you hear the Word preached and taught. The Word will not 
dwell in your richly if your intention is to be a hearer only and not a doer of the Word. 

To live in obedience to the Word is to live in the fulness of the Spirit. To be obedient to Scripture is to be 
controlled by the Spirit. Spirit-filled living is Scripture-centered living. When the Holy Spirit fills and controls 
your life, your life automatically lines up with Scripture. 

When we live in obedience to the Scripture, we give evidence that we’re filled with God’s Spirit! When we 
disobey the Word of God, we grieve the Spirit of God. The two always go hand-in-hand. 

The result of being Spirit-filled: A life of joyful, fruitful and humble obedience  

JOYFUL (Eph. 5.19-20; Acts 13.51-52) 

Singing and making melody to the Lord (Eph. 5.19). 

As we’ll notice next week, a spirit-filled believer will have a joyful vibrancy about their worship. 

Giving thanks always for all things (Eph. 5.20). 

In Acts 13, Paul and Barnabas are boldly proclaiming the gospel. Many Gentiles turned in saving faith to Jesus 
and were saved. But the Jews stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas and drove them out of the city.  

Acts 13:51–52 They shook off the dust from their feet against them… And the disciples were filled with joy and 
with the Holy Spirit. (ESV) 

FRUITFUL (Gal. 5.22-23; Acts 4.8-12, 31) 

It’s the Holy Spirit that empowers us to do ministry, to witness, to serve effectively while seeking to advance 
God’s kingdom. The Holy Spirit is the One who produces the fruit of the Spirit in our lives (Gal. 5.22-23). The 
Holy Spirit is the One who gives us holy boldness to take a stand, to witness, to keep on keeping on even when 
‘all the world’ is against you. 

In Acts 4, Peter and John are preaching the gospel, and proclaiming resurrection from the dead in the name of 
Jesus, and some 5000 trusted Christ as Savior! Consequently, the Jewish leaders arrested them, and keep 
them in custody until he next day when they brought them before the Jewish council. When asked by what 
power they were doing their work, Scripture gives us the following report… 

Acts 4:8–12 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Let it be known to all of you…that by the 
name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead—by him this man is 
standing before you well…. And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven 
given among men by which we must be saved.” 

Acts 4 further tells us that Peter and John, once released, went to their friends and told them all that had 
happened. They all joined together and cried out to God for continued courage and boldness. Then, Acts 4:31 



tells us, “And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they 
were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.” 

HUMBLE (Eph. 5.21-6.9) 

“Submitting yourselves one to another” (Eph. 5.21). The Spirit does not produce arrogance. He doesn’t 
produce high-minded people who think they’re better than everyone else. No, instead, when he’s fully 
controlling someone, he produces people who yield and submit to whomever is in authority over them. 

The fulness of the Spirit results in wives submitting to their husbands and husbands who love their wives like 
Christ loved the church. Spirit-filled kids obey their parents and treat them with dignity and respect. Spirit-
filled disciples submit to their supervisor, their boss, or anyone else with authority over them. And Spirit-filled 
believers submit to their spiritual leaders (Heb. 13.17). 

OBEDIENCE (Gal. 5.16) 

We’ve already talked about letting “the word of Christ dwell in you richly” and how that must involve obedient 
responses to that “word of Christ.”  

Galatians 5:16 Walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. 

It should make perfect and obvious sense that you cannot possibly be filled and controlled by God’s Spirit 
while at the same time living in disobedience. Jesus said, “If you love me, keep my commandments.” It should 
be obvious that if Christ’s Spirit is filling us and controlling us, we will be keeping his commandants and 
thereby testifying of our love for the Lord. 

If the Lord had an ecclesiastical police force, a group of spiritual police officers to enforce his teachings, would 
you have been “pulled over” this past week and given a “citation” for being “under the influence” of the Holy 
Spirit?  


