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Learning How to Walk:

Watch Your Step, Part 2
A Study of Ephesians 5:15-21
Characteristic of Completeness:  Bible Study
Big Idea:  You already have all of Him; now He wants all of you.
Related Scriptures:  John 7:37-39; Romans 8:9; Ephesians 1:13;

Colossians 3:15-17; Romans 12:2; Psalm 119:105; Hebrews 4:12;

John 16:12-15; 1 Corinthians 2:9-3:2
Introduction:
A.
In our study through Ephesians, we come today to Ephesians 5:15-21.  In the middle of this text comes a command that is widely known among Christians and widely debated.  The command comes in  Verse 18, where the Apostle Paul says,

NKJ Ephesians 5:18 . . . be filled with the Spirit
I suspect one of the reasons this command is widely debated is that this is the only place where the Apostle Paul talks about being filled with the Spirit—not just in Ephesians, but in the entire New Testament.
  So we don’t have a lot of other direct Pauline references to Spirit filling to help us figure out what he means.  Moreover, Ephesians 5:18 is the only place in all the New Testament where believers are commanded to be filled with the Holy Spirit.

B.
Let me read through our text, and then we’ll focus on answering some questions about the filling of the Holy Spirit.  Paul  writes,
NKJ Ephesians 5:15 See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but as wise,  16 redeeming the time, because the days are evil.  17 Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the Lord is.  18 And do not be drunk with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit,  19 speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord,  20 giving thanks always for all things to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,  21 submitting to one another in the fear of God.

From this  text, I want to address just three questions this morning—questions that arise from the central command to be filled with the Spirit.
I.
The first question is  this:  What does it mean to be filled with the Spirit?  I’m going to confine my interpretation of Spirit-filling to what Paul has in mind in our text.  I don’t necessarily take filling associated with the Spirit to be a technical term that means the same thing everywhere in the Bible.
  Let’s piece this together.
A.
To be filled with the Spirit must mean something different than having the Holy Spirit dwell inside you.  That is to say, Spirit-filling must be something different than Spirit-indwelling, at least in the sense that Paul is referring to Spirit-filling in our text.  Follow my logic:
1.
Here’s the  first premise.  All believers in Jesus Christ have the Holy Spirit dwelling inside them permanently.

a.
In John 7:37-39, Jesus looks ahead to the coming of the Holy Spirit after Jesus was to be crucified and then raised up, glorified.  He says that all who believe in Him receive the Holy Spirit.  Beginning in  Verse 37, it says,
NKJ John 7:37 On the last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried out, saying, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to Me and drink.  38 He who believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.”  39 But this He spoke concerning the Spirit, whom those believing in Him would receive; for the Holy Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet glorified.

b.
After Jesus was glorified, and the Holy Spirit had been given, Paul affirms in Romans 8:9 that every believer has the indwelling Holy Spirit.  In fact, no one who does not have the Holy Spirit is a Christian at all.  Paul  says,
NKJ Romans 8:9 But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you. Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not His.

c.
Also, in Ephesians 1:13, Paul says that when we believe in Jesus for eternal life, we are sealed with the Holy Spirit, which testifies to the permanence of the indwelling Holy Spirit within us.  He  says,

NKJ Ephesians 1:13 In Him you also trusted, after you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation; in whom also, having believed, you were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise
So, it is quite clear that all believers in Jesus Christ have the Holy Spirit dwelling inside them permanently.  That’s the first premise.

2.
Now here’s the  second premise.  The Ephesians to whom Paul writes are already believers.  We’ve seen evidence of this repeatedly in our studies through this letter.  It is clear from the very first verse of the letter, which addresses the Ephesians as “saints.”  “Saints” is a term for believers.
3.
If the first premise is true, that all believers in Jesus Christ have the Holy Spirit dwelling inside them permanently, and if the second premise is true, that the Ephesians to whom Paul writes are already believers, then we must  conclude that the Ephesians already have the Holy Spirit dwelling inside them.

4.
And if it is true that the Ephesians already have the Holy Spirit dwelling inside them, we must  infer that Spirit-filling is different than Spirit-indwelling; otherwise, Paul’s command to be filled is pointless.  You see, if Spirit-filling is the same as Spirit-indwelling, then it makes no sense for Paul to command believers to be filled, because it is useless to command people to be what they already are and always will be.  So Spirit-filling must be different than Spirit-indwelling.
B.
The verb  “be filled” in Ephesians 5:18 is also telling.

1.
It is in the  imperative mood, placing responsibility for filling on believers.  This is a command.  This distinguishes Spirit-filling from Spirit-indwelling because indwelling is never commanded in Scripture; it happens automatically at the moment of belief.
2.
The verb “be filled” is also in  the passive voice, indicating that believers do not do the filling themselves; rather, they allow it to happen.  It’s like commanding someone to be sunburned.  People allow themselves to be sunburned; they don’t do the burning themselves.
3.
The verb is also in  the present tense, and I take it to be an iterative present tense, suggesting this happens repeatedly, moment by moment.  This also distinguishes Spirit-filling from indwelling.  Indwelling happens one time, at the moment of belief, and is not repeated.  Filling, on the other hand, is ongoing and repeated.
Pulling all the verbal information together, this is a command to allow something to happen moment by moment.
C.
There is some debate about whether the term  “Spirit” refers to the Holy Spirit or to the human spirit.  Every English translation I consulted assumes it is the Holy Spirit, as indicated by the capitalization of the word, “Spirit.”  But there is no such distinguishing capitalization in the original Greek.  Context must determine what Paul means.

I believe that the weight of the evidence suggests that Paul is indeed referring to the Holy Spirit.
  For example, apart from Ephesians 5:18, every other time Paul uses the term,  “spirit” with the accompanying preposition variously translated “with” or “by” or “in,” he is clearly referring to the Holy Spirit.
  So, I think Paul is also talking about the Holy Spirit in Ephesians 5:18.
D.
When the New King James Version translates the command, “be filled with the Spirit,” the preposition,  “with” makes it sound like the Holy Spirit is the content of the filling.  It’s as if we are the drinking glasses and the Holy Spirit is the water with which we are filled to varying degrees—some a quarter full, some half full, others completely full.  There are two problems with this view:  one theological and one grammatical.

1.
The theological problem is that the Holy Spirit is an indivisible person.  One scholar points out that “. . . you do not get pieces of persons.  You do not get little bits of the Holy Spirit as you move along.  You do not get more and more of the Spirit.  He does not come that way. . . . You do not get the Spirit piece-by-piece . . .”

2.
The second problem—the grammatical one—is that the syntax of this command suggests that the Holy Spirit is not the content of filling
 but rather the means of filling.
  Thus, I think a better translation is “be filled  by the Holy Spirit.”

All this is significant because it means that being filled by the Holy Spirit does not mean that we somehow get more of the Holy Spirit than we already have.  As believers, we already have all of the Holy Spirit.  Filling involves something different.
E.
If you look up the Greek word for  “filled” as it is used here, you’ll find that it basically means to fill someone with something.
  We’ve just effectively ruled out the Holy Spirit as the “something” with which we are filled.  We already have all of Him.  He is not the content of our filling; rather, He is the means by which we are filled.  What, then, is the content?  The immediately preceding context tells us something about the content.  In  Verse 18 Paul gives a contrasting parallel.  He says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:18 And do not be drunk with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit
Here, the parallel to being filled with the Spirit is being drunk with wine.  A person gets drunk when he is under the influence of wine.  He surrenders himself to the control of alcohol.  Today, if you do that and drive, you are DUI:  driving under the influence.

In contrast, a person gets Spirit-filled, not when he is under the influence of alcohol, but when he is under the influence of the Holy Spirit.  A person is Spirit-filled when he allows himself to be controlled by the Holy Spirit.  Therefore, to be filled with or by the Holy Spirit seems to mean the same thing as being influenced by or controlled by the Spirit.
This idea of filling being synonymous with influencing or controlling is reflected in Acts 5:3, where the Apostle Peter confronts a wayward member of the early church named Ananias.  Peter  says,

NKJ Acts 5:3 . . . “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie . . . ?”
Here, as in Ephesians 5:18, “filled” means “controlled.”  Ananias had surrendered himself to the control or influence of Satan.
F.
So  what does it mean to be filled with the Spirit?  It means to be controlled by the Spirit.  It means to be under the influence of the Holy Spirit.  From this, I derive the big idea of my message.  Here  it is:  You already have all of Him; now He wants all of you.  In commanding us to be filled with the Spirit, Paul is conveying God’s desire for us to surrender ourselves completely to the control of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit already indwells us.  Now we, as believers, are to allow Him to fill us, moment by moment, as we surrender to His control.  You already have all of Him; now He wants all of you.
II.
The  filling of the Spirit is a moment-by-moment thing.  As believers, we can drift in and out of the Spirit’s control, depending on our yieldedness.  This brings us to our  second question:  How you know if you’re filled with the Spirit?  What are the signs or results?  In our text, Paul mentions three basic outcomes of being Spirit-filled.  I don’t necessarily take this to be an exhaustive list, but a representative one.  Following the command to be filled, five participles spread across three general categories show the results of being filled.

A.
First, a Spirit-filled person is  increasingly worshipful.  Specifically, according to  Verse 19, if you are Spirit-filled, you will be in the habit of . . .
NKJ Ephesians 5:19 speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord
B.
Second, a Spirit-filled person is  increasingly thankful.  Specifically, according to  Verse 20, if you are Spirit-filled, you will be in the habit of . . .
NKJ Ephesians 5:20 giving thanks always for all things to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,

C.
Third, a Spirit-filled person is  increasingly submissive.  His life is characterized by selflessly and humbly putting the interests of others above his own interests.  Specifically, according to  Verse 21, if you are Spirit-filled, you will be in the habit of . . .
NKJ Ephesians 5:21 submitting to one another in the fear of God.

III.
“Well,”  you say, “I must not always be filled with the Spirit because I’m not always worshipful and thankful and submissive.”  That leads us to our  third question:  How do you obey the command to be filled with the Spirit?  What can you do to be Spirit-filled?”
A.
I suspect if we were to poll all Christians for the answer to this question, the most common response would be to ask God to be filled.  In fact, some very popular literature put out by a very fine Christian organization explains “how to pray in faith to be filled with the Holy Spirit.”  The suggested prayer includes these words:  “Dear Father . . . Fill me with the Holy Spirit as You commanded me to be filled, and as You promised in Your Word that You would do if I asked in faith.”
  
This sounds good, but as one scholar points out, “there is not a single reference in the New Testament that enjoins believers to ask to be filled with the Spirit.”
  Furthermore, I can’t find a single Bible reference where God has promised to fill us with His Spirit when we ask.  I’m not saying it’s wrong to ask.
  But I would think that if asking is all Paul had in mind in our text, it would be corroborated somewhere else in Scripture.
B.
Well, if Paul doesn’t have asking in the forefront of his mind, then what is he thinking?  When we consider the context, I believe Paul has in mind that we are filled with the Spirit when, moment by moment, we allow the Spirit to apply the Word of God to our lives and we obey.  As such, our text gives us a lesson today in the importance of Bible study, with an emphasis on applying to our lives what we study, with the help of the Holy Spirit.  In fact,  Bible Study is our Characteristic of Completeness for the week.  Some of you may be thinking, “Bible study?  Where on earth do you get that?”  Set aside for a moment your preconceptions of what Bible study involves, and let me provide two lines of evidence of what Paul is talking about.

1.
The first line of evidence comes from the immediately preceding context.  Paul presents several  pairs of contrasts.  Each pair represents the same contrast in different words.  As such, the pairs help interpret one another.  Let me show you.
a.
In Verse 15, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:15 See then that you walk circumspectly, not as fools but as wise,
The contrast is between those who  are fools and those who are wise.  The Greek word for “wise” relates to “the ability to use knowledge for correct behavior.”
  It’s  applying knowledge to life.
b.
In Verse 17, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:17 Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the Lord is.
The contrast is between those who  are unwise and those who understand the Lord’s will.  The Greek word for “understand” relates to “. . . more than just understanding the facts; it is an intelligent grasp of knowledge that has resulting consequences.”
  Again, this is  applying knowledge to life.
c.
Then in Verse 18, he says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:18 And do not be drunk with wine, in which is dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit,

The contrast is between those who  are drunkards and those who are Spirit-filled.  We can learn something about what it means to be Spirit-filled by looking back at the corresponding parallel contrasts.  It appears that being Spirit-filled must have something to do with  applying knowledge to life.  This fits very well because our text is introduced in Verse 15 with the command to “walk circumspectly” or to watch your step in life.  Applying knowledge to life is a way to watch your step.  You say, “What knowledge is he talking about?”
2.
This leads us to  the second line of evidence.  It comes from a broader historical context.  You see, Paul wrote the letter to  Ephesians at the same time he wrote Colossians, and the two epistles were carried by the same courier to destinations only 100 miles apart.  Ephesians and Colossians are sister epistles that follow a very similar pattern; therefore, one epistle often helps interpret the other.

With this in mind, I draw your attention to  Colossians 3:16-18, which is strikingly similar to Ephesians 5:18-21.

Remember in Ephesians 5, the filling of the Spirit results in renewed  worship in Verse 19, renewed  thankfulness in Verse 20, and renewed  submission in Verse 21.

In comparison, notice in the Colossians passage the very same results:

a.
Renewed  worship in Colossians 3:16b:

NKJ Colossians 3:16 . . . teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.

b.
Renewed  thankfulness in Colossians 3:17:

NKJ Colossians 3:17 And whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.
c.
And renewed  submission in Colossians 3:18:
NKJ Colossians 3:18 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.

The primary difference between the two passages is that Ephesians presents the command,  “be filled with the Spirit” as producing the results.  Colossians presents the following command, in  Verse 16, as producing the results:

NKJ Colossians 3:16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom . . .

Because the  two commands produce the same results, the implication is that the commands, though worded differently, convey  equivalent or at least inseparable ideas.  That is, the command, “be filled with the Spirit” means basically the same thing as the command, “let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom.”
  So the knowledge that is to be applied to life “in all wisdom” is the knowledge of the “word of Christ.”  Where do we find the Word of God today?  In the Bible.  Therefore, for us, being filled with the Spirit in Ephesians 5:18 involves meditating on the Word of God with the intent of applying it to life.
This fits perfectly with the first line of evidence that suggests that being Spirit-filled must have something to do with applying knowledge to life.  It also clarifies for us the content of the filling.  We are filled with the Spirit when, moment by moment, we allow the Spirit to apply the Word of God to our lives and we obey. 

C.
How  does this work?
1.
Let me give you an example of how this works for me.  Here’s a description of the process I went through during a typical week some time ago.
I get up early in the morning, get my coffee, and sit down to read the Scriptures.

I pray.  I tell God that I really want to hear from Him.  I ask Him to speak to me through His Word as I read.

Then I begin to read expectantly, in much the same way as I would read a love letter.  This is a relationship, not a ritual.
Some stuff I read I don’t get, but I don’t worry about it.  I just read on, looking, watching, expecting something to stand out.

As I read, Proverbs 12:25 stands out to me.  It says,
NLT Proverbs 12:25 Worry weighs a person down; an encouraging word cheers a person up.

I think to myself, “What’s the principle here?  What timeless truth about God or people is represented in this text?”  This one is pretty straightforward.  I write down in my journal, “It is good to encourage people, particularly those who are weighed down.”  

I pray some more, asking God, by His Spirit, to help me apply the principle to my life.  I ask Him questions.  How should I respond to this truth?  What should I do?  How should I live this out?
Then I sit still and quiet in God’s presence, listening for an answer.  As I wait, the Holy Spirit brings to mind my wife, Cathy.  I take it that I am somehow to encourage Cathy.  So I write in my journal, “I will encourage Cathy this week . . .”
But in that moment I can’t seem to come up with a specific way to encourage Cathy.  So I trust that the Spirit will show me the opportunities as they arise.  I resolve to watch carefully for the opportunities all week.  I look forward with anticipation to the opportunities the Spirit will present.
Later the same day I read the newspaper and I see an ad for an upcoming concert that I think would be uplifting for Cathy.  I remember, “It’s good to encourage people.”  And I think, “This is an opportunity I’ve been expecting the Spirit to present.”  So, I say to Cathy, “Let’s go.”

The next morning, Cathy asks, “Will you walk with me this morning?”  Cathy’s been walking for exercise, and like any other discipline, it’s sometimes hard to keep it going.  To be honest, the first thing that popped into my mind was “I don’t really have time to walk.”  But, then I remember, “It’s good to encourage people.”  And I think, “This is another opportunity from the Spirit.”  So, I changed my mind and said, “Sure, let’s go.”

Then on Thursday, I’m in the car, driving by Wal-Mart and, for some reason, I remember, “an encouraging word cheers a person up.”  And I think, “This is another opportunity  from the Spirit.”  So, I pull into Wal-Mart, buy a little gift for Cathy, and write a little card explaining some things I admire about her.
Do you see how this works?  This is the stuff of a living, breathing, interactive, growing relationship with my heavenly Father.  By His Spirit He shows me what to do, and He gives me the power to do it.  I get to experience His love, guidance, closeness, trust, and empowerment day by day in the normal stuff of life, as I am filled with the Spirit.  And as the Spirit fills me, I cannot help but respond in renewed worship, thankfulness, and submission.
My part is to first study His Word, and then, moment by moment, allow the Spirit to apply the Word of God to my life. 
  I already have all of Him; now He wants more of me.
2.
Now, I’m going to give you an opportunity to be filled with the Spirit this morning.  We’re coming off of Thanksgiving week, our text tells us that giving thanks is an outcome of being filled with the Spirit, and  1 Thessalonians 5:18 issues a clear command: 
NKJ 1 Thessalonians 5:18 in everything give thanks; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.

In these next few moments we have together, I invite you to allow the Spirit to apply this Word of God to your life and to obey the command to give thanks.  I invite you to prayerfully consider the specific things for which God wants you to give thanks.  And then give thanks to Him.
After the Worship Team plays this next song, I’ll give you an opportunity to share how the Spirit has prompted you to give thanks.  We’re not going to put anybody on the spot.  But perhaps some of you will be prompted to share your giving of thanks with the rest of us that we all might be encouraged.
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