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Ephesians 5:18-21 
 

Let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. Paul, writing under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit, pens the following words: 

 

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing 

one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord 

with your heart, giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.  Ephesians 5:18–21 

  

 

I. TO BE FILLED WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT MEANS TO BE CONTROLLED BY THE SPIRIT (v.18) 

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, 

 

Paul is setting up a contrast here in verse 18 between a life controlled by substance and a life 

controlled by Christ. The former is destructive and the latter is constructive. In light of the Paul’s 

preceding contrasts between light and darkness (v.8-14), and between wisdom and foolishness (v.15-

17), his point here is that drunkenness is a mark of darkness and foolishness and that being filled 

with the Spirit is the source of a believer’s ability to walk in light and wisdom. 

 

While Paul does address drunkenness clearly and decisively, that is not the main emphasis of his 

teaching in this text. But let me say a few things regarding the subject – that’s the wonderful thing 

about expositional preaching. When the subject comes up in the text, the subject should come up in 

the preaching!   

 

DO NOT BE UNCONTROLLED  

 

Why would Paul contrast being filled with the Sprit with being drunk on wine? We have to 

remember that: 1. The Ephesians believers were saved out of a lifestyle fraught with idol worship that 

often included intoxication, and 2. There would have been a constant tug, as a result of their past, to 

revert back to their old ways of life. For that reason, Paul says, “Do not get drunk on wine…” But 

Paul uses this exhortation to paint a very specific picture in their, and subsequently our, minds. 

When someone is drunk, or has consumed alcohol in excessive amounts, we refer to that person as 

being “under the influence”. This means that their ability to think, reason, and behave have become 

inhibited… Alcohol takes you to a place that is out of control and out of reality. It makes you feel as 



though you can tackle the world, and then it leads you in the direction of debauchery (reckless living, 

indulgence in every manner of sin).  

 

It is the abuse of wine that is forbidden, not the use. But we would do well to heed wise Solomon’s 

words, “Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler, and whoever is led astray by it is not wise” 

Proverbs 20:1. Drunkenness mocks a person by making him think he is better off instead of worse off, 

smarter instead of more foolish, and happier instead of simply dazed. It is a favorite tool of Satan for 

the very reason that it deceives while it destroys.1 It’s easier to be lead astray than we think.  

 

Many turn to alcohol for the experience it provides, but Paul says that being filled with the Spirit is to 

be the experience of the believer. We need to remember, Satan is a master counterfeiter. Just like he 

counterfeits love in forms of sexual immorality and impurity (cf. 5:1-3), so he counterfeits the lasting 

“joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8) that believers ought to seek with the temporary 

escape that drunkenness brings. Alcohol is not the most effective remedy for the cares and concerns 

of this world. Trying to drink problems away is like trying to dig a whole in the sand next to the tidal 

line. The waves will - with a single lap or two - refill the hole with sand. In other words, it’s futile.   

      

We were made with hearts and minds that were meant to be exhilarated. The Scriptures speak of 

singing for joy (Psalm 5:11, 67:4, 71:23), shouting for joy (Psalm 20:5, 66:1, 126:2) fullness of joy 

(Psalm 16:11), good tidings of great joy (Luke 2:10), the joy of the Lord (Nehemiah 8:10), joy 

unspeakable and full of glory (1 Peter 1:8). God made our hearts to be enthralled and enraptured 

with Him. To know the Creator God and to be in union and saving fellowship with Him makes the 

heart sing (cf. v.19). Exhilaration can be entirely right and proper. But exhilaration can be entirely 

wrong when the method of inducing it is wrong.2 That’s what Paul is talking about here in verse 18. 

Don’t be duped by counterfeit joy and happiness. Alcohol in excess may make you happy for the 

moment, but it will leave you empty handed and empty hearted in the end. If you forsake the road of 

real joy for the counterfeit road, you’ll be like the man who worked tirelessly to dig a well, all to find 

out it was broken and could hold no water (cf. Jeremiah 2:13). Alcohol is never a cure for the cares 

of life, but it has few equals in its ability to multiply them. Here are some questions to ask when you 

are tying to discern whether or not something is “right” to do: 

 

THE CORINTHIAN GRID 

 

1. Will this cause others to stumble? 

But take care that this right of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak.   

(1 Corinthians 8:8-9)  

 

                                                             
1 John MacArthur, Ephesians, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1986), 231. 
2 William Hendriksen, Exposition of Galatians and Ephesians (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1979), 238. 
 



2. Will this profit my relationship with Christ? 

  “All things are lawful for me,” but not all things are helpful. (1Corinthians 6:12a)  

 

3. Can this master me and get me in its control? Could I be content without this in my life? 

“All things are lawful for me,” but I will not be dominated by anything. (1Corinthians 6:12b)  

 

4. Will this help or hinder me reaching others for Christ? 

For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win more of them. 

To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, 

that by all means I might save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with 

them in its blessings.  (1 Corinthians 9:19, 22–23) 

 

5. Will this glorify God? 

 So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. (1 Corinthians 10:31) 

 

6. Will this tempt me against God’s will? 

So flee youthful passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who 

call on the Lord from a pure heart.  (2 Timothy 2:22) 

 

Paul charged the Ephesians that instead of getting drunk, they should instead seek to be filled with 

the Spirit. Remember, for every sinful put off, there must be a corresponding, God-honoring put on 

(cf. 4:22).   

 

BE CONTROLLED BY THE SPIRIT 

 

What does it mean to be filled with the Spirit? Simply stated, to be filled with the Spirit means to be 

constantly controlled by the Spirit in our thoughts, emotions, will, actions, and words. If the chief 

responsibility of the Holy Spirit is to bear witness to Christ, then the Christian’s being filled with the 

Spirit is for the purpose of Christ being clearly displayed through our life. Paul says the wise man 

should desire to be so filled with Gods Spirit that he might bear a faithful and effective testimony to 

Jesus Christ.3    

 

Let me begin by stating what the command to “be filled with the Spirit” does NOT mean? First, to be 

filled with the Spirit is not the same as being “baptized by the Spirit” – that’s a reference to 

conversion and new birth. The Holy Spirit indwells every believer at the moment of salvation. In 

Romans 8:9 Paul says, “Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.” A 

person who doesn’t have the Holy Spirit doesn’t have Christ. At our conversion we were 
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instantaneously baptized into Christ’s Body (cf. 1 Corinthians 12:13), sealed by the Holy Spirit 

(Ephesians 1:13), and given the Holy Spirit as a guarantee (Ephesians 1:14).  

 

Secondly, when Paul talks about being “filled with the spirit,” he is NOT teaching the necessity for a 

second work of grace (usually evidenced by speaking in tongues). To be filled with the Spirit isn’t a 

mystical experience or some state of spiritual intoxication where a Christian is out of control. Self-

control is a fruit of the Spirit (cf. Galatians 5:22- 23, 1 Timothy 1:7). The drunk calls attention to and 

makes a fool of himself, but the Spirit-filled Christian seeks to call attention to God and is willing to 

be fool for Christ’s sake (cf. 1 Corinthians 4:10). How, then, are we to understand the exhortation to 

be “filled with the Spirit”? To answer that question, I think it’s important to look at the theme of 

“filling & fullness” throughout Paul’s letter. 

 

THE THEME OF FULLNESS IN EPHESIANS 

 

Back in Ephesians 1:23, the Church (which is Christ’s body) shares in the fullness of him who fills all 

in all. In Ephesians 3:19, Paul prays the Ephesians might, “Know the love of Christ that surpasses 

knowledge, that [they] may be filled with all the fullness of God.” In Ephesians 4:10, Paul tells us that 

the ascended Christ is the agent who fills all things. And lastly, in Ephesians 4:13, Paul notes that the 

ultimate goal of every believer is that he might grow to mature manhood, which is defined in terms 

of the fullness of Christ.  

 

What does this mean in light of Paul’s exhortation to be filled with the Spirit? We see in these verses, 

as we see everywhere else in Paul’s letters, that Christ is the content with which believers are filled 

and the Spirit is the agent who mediates the fullness of God and Christ to believers. In other words, 

the Holy Spirit is the One responsible for transforming the believers into the image and likeness of 

God and Christ. Paul opened chapter 5 urging us to be imitators of God. The exhortation to be “filled 

with the Spirit,” then, is best understood as yielding to the Spirit’s power and working to conform us 

more and more into the image of Christ – in other words, that we would be imitators of God.  

 

John MacArthur gives us a helpful analogy. He says, “The Christian who is filled with the Holy Spirit 

can be compared to a glove. Until it is filled by a hand, a glove is powerless and useless. It is 

designed to do work, but it can do no work by itself. It works only as the hand controls and uses it. 

The glove’s only work is the hand’s work. It does not ask the hand to give it an assignment and then 

try to complete the assignment without the hand. Nor does it gloat or brag about what it is used to 

do, because it knows the hand deserves all the credit. A Christian can accomplish no more without 

being filled with the Holy Spirit than a glove can accomplish without being filled with a hand.”4 

 

It’s important to note that being “filled with the Spirit” never happens apart from the Word of God 

dwelling in our hearts richly (cf. Colossians 3:16). We must fill ourselves with God’s Word, so that 
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His thoughts will be our thoughts, His standards our standards, His work our work, and His will our 

will. As we yield to the truth of Christ, the Holy Spirit will lead us to say, do, and be what God wants 

us to say, do, and be. 5 

 

Simply stated, to be “filled with the Spirit” means that we, as believers, must be moment-by-moment 

and day-by-day yielding to the power of the Holy Spirit in and through our lives. So often we launch 

out in our own strength without much consideration of the Spirit’s presence and operation in our 

daily lives. It’s important to note that the Spirit of God uses the Word of God to lead, guide, and 

direct us. If you aren’t being led by the revealed Word of God, you are being led by something other 

that the Spirit.   

 

Being “Spirit-filled” has much less to do with spontaneity and exuberance (common charismatic 

understanding), than it does with living a life marked by the ordinary and glorious bearing of the fruit 

of the Spirit in our daily lives. Alistair Begg said it this way, “[Divine power] is displayed not in 

dramatic manifestations that intrigue men but in lives of quiet confidence and steady persistence that 

glorify God.” 

 

To be filled with the Spirit: 

   1. We must be emptied of self (cf. Luke 9:23).  

   2. We must be pursuing purity and fleeing from sin (cf. 2 Timothy 2:22).  

   3. We must be yielding ourselves moment-by-moment to the Spirit’s control (cf. Ephesians 5:18).   

 

Paul now gives us three evidences of the fullness of the Spirit in the life of a believer:  

   A. Spirit-filled Christians are marked by expressive adoration.  

   B. Spirit-filled Christians are marked by overflowing thankfulness.  

   C. Spirit-filled Christians are marked by mutual submission.  

 

A. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE MARKED BY EXPRESSIVE ADORATION (v.19) 

addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to 

the Lord with your heart, 

 

If drunkenness leads to a reckless lifestyle, the life of a Spirit-filled Christian presents us with a much 

different picture. Instead of his mouth being under the influence of liquid courage, the Spirit-filled 

mouth is instead a beautiful instrument of praise. The first evidence Paul sees in a person who is full 

of the Spirit is expressive adoration.  
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(HORIZONTAL) PSALMS, HYMNS & SPIRITUAL SONGS  

 

Note first that Spirit-filled believers address one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs. 

When God takes a man or woman and rescues them from the pit of destruction (cf. Psalm 40:2), 

when He removes their heart of stone and gives them a heart of flesh (cf. Ezekiel 36:26), He puts a 

new song in their heart (cf. Psalm 40:3, 96:1). That new song comes flooding out! Paul’s not saying 

that we all have wonderful voices – I can make a joyful noise at best (cf. Psalm 98:4). He is simply 

saying that when Spirit-filled believers gather together, they will communicate with one another in a 

way that is mutually instructive and edifying. Our words will be brimming with God’s Word. We 

will encourage one another, challenge one another, and correct one another with the new melody 

that has been engrafted in our hearts. Jesus Himself will one day sing, and in our very midst. The 

writer of Hebrews, who records the words of the Son to the Father, says, “I will tell of your name to 

my brothers; in the midst of the congregation I will sing your praise” Hebrews 2:12. 

 

Let me offer a word of practical caution here. Christians, be careful what music you listen to 

regularly. The early pagan philosopher Aristotle once wisely observed: “Music represents the 

passions of the soul, and if one listens to the wrong music he will become the wrong kind of person.” 

This has as much application in the arena of secular music as it does with much of what is offered 

under the label of contemporary Christian music. Certainly not all, but much of todays contemporary 

Christian music is laced with trite, repetitive, sentimental, man-centered lyrics. Why? Because it goes 

down like sugar water, and therefore, it sells. I don’t want to throw the baby out with the bath water, 

but the next time you turn Christian radio on, take note of how many references to sin you hear. 

Much of contemporary Christian music is feel-good cliché.  

 

Paul encourages us to address one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. In other words, 

the implanted Word should characterize our worship, and worship should characterize our 

conversations.  

 

(VERTICAL)  MAKING MELODY TO THE LORD WITH YOUR HEART  

 

Christ is the object of the Christian’s worship. The melody that a Spirit-filled heart makes is beautiful 

before the Lord, even if our lips can’t carry a tune in a bucket. Paul is simply saying, “Let your heart 

rejoice with gladness and overflow with thanksgiving for the One who has made me new.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



B.  SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE MARKED BY OVERFLOWING THANKFULNESS (v.20) 

giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

 

The second evidence Paul sees in a person who is full of the Spirit is overflowing thankfulness. As 

believers, we are to live with a continual attitude of gratitude for everything. We live in a thankless 

world. The next time you are out to eat, look around (not with a haughty spirit) to see who thanks 

God for their meal. The entitlement mindset is pervasive. We think we are owed everything. We 

think we deserve all we have. But in all reality, the only thing we rightly deserve is God’s just wrath 

for our sin. The very fact that we exist is a result of the Creator’s fiat. The fact that God would feed us 

another day, that he would provide air to breathe, a roof over our head, and countless others 

blessings that we take for granted is astounding. What mercy; what grace! That He would come and 

take on human flesh and die as a substitute in our place, the innocent for the guilty, the perfect for 

the imperfect, we owe to His loving-kindness. Everything we have is because of His bestowal. Even 

our trials and frowning providences (if we can call them that), if we are His, come to us as blessings 

in disguise.  

 

Amongst believers there is not to be a spirit of grumbling and complaining. Paul said, “Do all things 

without grumbling or disputing (complaining), that you may be blameless and innocent, children of 

God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among whom you shine as 

lights in the world” Philippians 2:14-15. Did you notice what Paul just said right there? One of the 

ways that we as believers shine like lights in the world is by our attitude of gratitude – a spirit of 

genuine thankfulness.  

 

Can we really be thankful in times of suffering, disappointment, uncertainty, loss, and… Keep in 

mind Paul was in prison when he wrote this letter. Can we say with Job, “The Lord gave, and the 

Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord”? Job 1:21. Can we say with Habakkuk, 

“Though the fig tree should not blossom, nor fruit be on the vines, the produce of the olive fail and 

the fields yield no food, the flock be cut off from the fold and there be no herd in the stalls, yet I will 

rejoice in the Lord; I will take joy in the God of my salvation”? Habakkuk 3:17–18. When a Christian 

finds himself in a difficult situation, he should immediately give thanks to the Father, in the name of 

Jesus Christ, by the power of the Spirit, to keep his heart from complaining or fretting. The devil 

moves in [quickly] when a Christian starts to complain…6 The 18th century hymn writer William 

Cowper penned these words: 

 
Trials must and will befall;   Trials make the promise sweet; 
But with humble faith to see Trials give new life to prayer; 
Love inscribed upon them all,  Bring me to my Savior’s feet, 
That is happiness to me.   Lay me low and keep me there.7 

                                                             
6 Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary: Vol. 2 Ephesians – Revelation (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. 
Cook, 1989), 50.  

7 William Cowper (1731-1800) – Tis My Happiness Below. 



It’s interesting to note that the word gratitude comes from the same root word as grace, (ca¿riß) 

charis. When we see evidences of the grace of God in our lives, we ought to be quick to return 

thankful praise to God. James reminds us, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, 

coming down from the Father of lights” James 1:17. The mixed yarn of life, woven in the loom of 

heaven by the Father of mercies, traces a prefect design for those in Christ, and their thanksgivings 

should [ascend] to Him through their mediatorial All-in-all.8 

 

 

C.  SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS ARE MARKED BY MUTUAL SUBMISSIVENESS (v.21) 

submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. 

 

SUBMITTING TO ONE ANOTHER 

 

The third evidence Paul sees in a person who is full of the Spirit is mutual submission. Scholars, 

Bible translators, and Bible teachers are divided on how verse 21 fits into the context. That is, 

whether it should be grouped with verses 18-20, or whether is should begin the next section of 

verses dealing with the marriage relationship. From a grammatical standpoint, verses 18-21 form one 

long continuous sentence in the Greek text. Therefore, I think the exhortation to “submit to one 

anther out of reverence with Christ” should be seen as a third manifestation of a Spirit–filled believer. 

Having said that, you will see the theme of mutual submission gets much more expression in the 

verses that follow as we begin to talk about the how the marriage relationship serves as a picture of 

the relationship that Christ has with His bride, the Church.   

 

The word “submit” is an interesting word. You might think that it means obey, but that’s not the 

sense of the word. Rather, it means that we, as Christians, out of a desire to please and honor Christ, 

are to walk with one another in lowliness of mind. That means that we don’t live a “my way or the 

highway” life. Such an attitude is not a mark of a spirit-filled believer. By nature, we want to promote 

and assert ourselves, but when the Holy Spirit takes up residency in our heart and fills the believer, 

He enables us to humble and submit ourselves to others.  

  

What Paul is essentially saying here is that our self-seeking must be replaced by a nobler affection. 

When we think of the term submission, we should think in terms of self-denial. The ultimate model 

for our mutual submission or self-denial is Jesus Christ. Jesus, the second member of the Triune 

Godhead willingly divested Himself of glory, took on human flesh, lived a sinless life, died as a 

sacrificial substitute on dirty planks of wood fashioned together in a crucifix. If you ever wondered 

what serving others looks like, that’s it. Jesus said of Himself, “The Son of Man came not to be served 

but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” Matthew 20:28. 
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Eerdmans Publishing, 1977), 126. 

 



  

Do you remember what Jesus said to His disciples when they began to argue over who would be the 

greatest in the Kingdom? Luke records the incident for us saying, “A dispute also arose among them, 

as to which of them was to be regarded as the greatest. And He said to them, “The kings of the 

Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and those in authority over them are called benefactors. But 

not so with you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one 

who serves. For who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the one 

who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one who serves” Luke 22:24–27. 

 

There is one way in Scripture that Christians can one-up each other. Do you know what it is? Paul 

said, “Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good. Love one another with 

brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor” Romans 12:9–10.  

 

Later in Philippians He said, “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count 

others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to 

the interests of others. Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though 

he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied 

Himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in 

human form, He humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross”  

Philippians 2:3-8. 

 

OUT OF REVERENCE FOR CHRIST 

 

Even “secular” acts are to be performed from “sacred” motives.  

 

CLOSING BENEDICTION: 

As we bring our corporate worship to a close this morning, hear this benediction from Philippians 

2:3-5. Paul says, “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more 

significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests 

of others. Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus.” And all God’s people 

said, “Amen!” Go in peace. 

 


