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EPHESIANS 5:15-21 – OUTLINE REVIEW 

Therefore, watch carefully how you walk (how?) 

Not as unwise  

Rather as wise (in what way?) 

Buying the time (why?) 

Because the days are evil 

So then do not become foolish, rather understand the will of the Lord 

Do not get intoxicated with wine rather be filled in spirit (in what way?) 

While speaking to yourselves in psalms and hymns 

While singing and making music in your heart to the Lord 

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

While being subject to one another in the fear of Christ 

EPHESIANS 5:18 – REVIEW 

Do not be drunk with wine – this is literal. Intoxication indicates that a person is not able to be self-
controlled. Those who are intoxicated are not controlled by the alcohol but are fulfilling desires of the flesh 
and not being watchful. 

Rather be filled in spirit – This phrase is a bulwark of many in the evangelical community.  

Last week, we reviewed various commentators’ understanding of this verse. Who is correct? Are any 
correct? Is it a matter of perspective? How do we know?  

When addressing theological statements under the purview of a verse, there is a necessary process that 
needs to be taken. We must first go through the proper method of understanding, review the context, and 
then compare/contrast our discovery with that of the commentators. Our methodology is greater than our 
theology. Let’s look at the verse (picture). 

What does it say? “ἀλλὰ πληροῦσθε ἐν πνεύματι.” But, be filled in spirit.  

The Spirit, as it is in most if not all translations, in the Greek is simply “πνεύματι pneumati,” “πνεῦμα 
pneuma” in the dative and there is no article. There is a preposition “ἐν en,” which is very diverse in 
function—locative, instrumental, etc.  

When Scripture speaks of the Holy Spirit, the context clearly identifies it by articles, the descriptor “Holy,” 
or has the clarifier “of Christ,” “of truth,” “of God,” etc.  

The use of “ἐν πνεύματι” in the text does not indicate the Holy Spirit without one of these clarifiers. This 
statement will be challenged in a few spots, but none of the uses is clearly the Holy Spirit. Each of these 
statements makes the inference to in the immaterial part of us as opposed to in flesh. I believe the use of this 
phrase without a clarifier deals with the location of the action. 
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EPHESIANS 5:18 – ANALYSIS 

Filled “πληρόω plēroō” means to fill, fill up, to consummate, to bring to an end (fulfill). No lexicon 
indicates that “πληρόω plēroō” means controlled by. The argument is that being drunk with wine is to be 
controlled by wine, so the opposite “filled in spirit” means to be controlled by the Holy Spirit. Are there 
verses that say, “filled with the Holy Spirit?” 

“πληρόω plēroō” and its cognates are used 203 times in the Greek Scriptures; when combined with 
“πνεῦμα pneuma,” there are seven. 

Luke 4:1; Acts 6:3, 5, 7:55, 11:24, 13:52 

Luke 4:1 – After the baptism of Jesus, the Holy Spirit descended and rested upon Jesus (Luke 3:21-
22). This is obviously a special designation upon Jesus as a prophet. “Holy” is present as a signifier. 

Acts 6:3 – This is a very interesting account. The word for filled is an adjective; they are described 
as being spirit-filled. The context dictates what this is about. Acts 6:3-8. This fullness is descriptive 
through three uses and is definitely apostolic in nature. This “Holy Spirit filled” enables Stephen 
and others to do miraculous activities as a marker of being a spokesperson for God. 

Acts 7:55 – Stephen is again the subject. Filled is again an adjective. The word Holy is present. 
Stephen is a “Holy Spirit filled” person. This is a special enablement given to Stephen to see the 
glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 

Acts 11:19-24 – Barnabas is described as a “Holy Spirit filled” person, the same construction as 
Stephen. This is still in the early onset of the apostles, and this is clearly a special designation given 
to people to perform many acts so that they would be recognized as ones who are working for Jesus 
directly through the agency of the Holy Spirit. 

Acts 13:44-52 – This is more generic, but the information is nearly identical in the rest of Acts. In 
this text, filled is a verb (Imperfect)—they were perpetually filled in the past. The descriptor “holy” 
is present. In the context of all of Acts, this would indicate the disciples were filled with the Holy 
Spirit as an enablement as the foundation of Christ, and the church doctrines were being initiated. 

There is a synonym for “πληρόω plēroō.” It is “πίμπλημι pimplēmi” and it is used in Luke and Acts 
but not in any of the epistles (Luke 1:41, 67; Acts 4:8, 9:17, 13:9). This only confirms that the 
filling of the Holy Spirit was a special function of God on people during the onset of Jesus and the 
apostles. 

Filled with the Spirit (of God) is used in the Hebrew Text in a few instances:  

Exodus 28:3, 31:3, 35:31; Deuteronomy 34:9; Micah 3:8 

Each of these verses indicates a special enablement brought about by God filling the person 
with His spirit to grant wisdom, knowledge, skill, works, leadership, etc. This seems to correlate 
to the references in Acts. 
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In each of these instances, there is no recording of how a person is filled with the Holy Spirit. The 
act is recorded, but there is no indication that a person actively sought or enacted the filling of the 
Holy Spirit.  

In Ephesians, the word filled is a Present Passive Imperative. There are no uses of “ἐν en” in any of 
the Greek New Testament contexts. There are no other references to the filling of, in, or with spirit 
in any epistle.  

Since it is commanded, can we correlate this to a filling of the Holy Spirit? Is God saying that if 
you perform verses 19-21, then He will fill you with the Holy Spirit? That is very inconsistent 
and is not verifiable using the same language. 

If we are going to insist that this is filling of the Holy Spirit, then we must relate this to the Acts 
account and indicate that God filling the believer is a supernatural empowerment so that the 
believer is able to do signs and wonders or have special wisdom to see God or receive revelation. 
This is inconsistent with the church administration since the Word of God has been founded, and 
we have everything for life and godliness. 

If we remove previous theological answers and just observe what it says, we have a clear 
understanding. Don’t get drunk with wine, rather be filled in spirit. How? By first speaking to 
yourselves (one another is a bad translation). This is an internal mental exercise (in your kardia). It 
continues with always giving thanks to God and Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs were songs of truth and doctrine. Then perform the will of the 
Lord, be subject to one another. 

CONCLUSION 

After reviewing the text and the use of these words in this context as well as others, I am convinced that this 
is not a filling with or by means of the Holy Spirit, rather this is a filling in spirit in contrast to filling in flesh 
(with wine). This is not a Holy Spirit enablement, rather this is a spiritual cognition—thinking spiritual 
thoughts and being focused on spiritual things. 

Since this is the only use of this phrase, being definitive can be difficult. But we must remain consistent with 
both the imperative and the goal of that imperative. We must also be consistent with the role of the Holy 
Spirit in the administration of the church and the age of grace upon all believers. We must also remain 
consistent with the words that are being used. “πληρόω plēroō” is not used to indicate a controlling factor.  

Next week, we will consider the main theological premise of our ilk and compare/contrast it with what we 
have discovered so far. 

 
  


