
2. And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another in 
psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; (Eph 5:18–19)

Filled with the Holy Spirit

Scripture Hebrew / Syriac Greek Comments
Exod 31:3 “I have filled him
with the Spirit of God in 
wisdom, in understanding, 
in knowledge, and in all 
kinds of craftsmanship,

ים א ֹא֖תֹו ֣רּוַח ֱאֹלִה֑ ָוֲאַמֵּל֥ καὶ ἐνέπλησα αὐτὸν πνεῦµα 
θεῖον

piel/no preposition - מלא
πνεῦµα θεῖον (Lxx) is in the 
accusative.
ἐµπίπληµι

Exod 35:31 “And He has 
filled him with the Spirit of 
God, in wisdom, in under-
standing and in knowledge 
and in all craftsmanship;

ים א ֹא֖תֹו ֣רּוַח ֱאֹלִה֑ ַוְיַמֵּל֥ καὶ ἐνέπλησεν αὐτὸν πνεῦµα
θεῖον

piel/no preposition - מלא
πνεῦµα θεῖον (Lxx) is in the 
accusative.
ἐµπίπληµι

Mic 3:8 On the other hand I 
am filled with power — 
With the Spirit of the 
LORD — and with justice 
and courage to make known
to Jacob his rebellious act, 
even to Israel his sin.

ה ַח֙ ֶאת־֣רּוַח ְיהָו֔ אִתי כֹ֨ י ָמֵל֤ ָאֹנִכ֞
ἐγὼ ἐµπλήσω ἰσχὺν ἐν 
πνεύµατι κυρίου

Qal (“to be filled”) - מלא
 prep. not sign of the = ֶאת
DO (?)
ἐµπίπληµι followed by ἐν + 
dative

Luke 1:15 “For he will be 
great in the sight of the 
Lord; and he will drink no 
wine or liquor, and he will 
be filled with the Holy Spir-
it while yet in his mother’s 
womb.

ܽ+*݂ܕܳ'! ܘܽܪܘܳ#!  ܕ݁
ܶ
6ܳ7! ܽܗ݂ܘ 2݂4ܰ 0݂1ܶ/. ܰ8݂9݁

καὶ πνεύµατος ἁγίου 
πλησθήσεται

πίµπληµι [passive part.] + 
genitive
Syriac: ./, iitpeel

Luke 1:41 When Elizabeth 
heard Mary’s greeting, the 
baby leaped in her womb; 
and Elizabeth was filled 
with the Holy Spirit.

? ܶܘܐ݂ܬܰ/>;ܰ:݂ ܰ@݂AB
ܺ ܶ
D !#݂ܳܕܳ'! ܽܪܘ*+ܽ ܕ݁ ἐπλήσθη πνεύµατος ἁγίου

πίµπληµι [aorist passive] + 
genitive
Syriac: ./, iitpeel

Luke 1:67  And his father 
Zacharias was filled with 
the Holy Spirit, and prophe-
sied, saying:

E<ܺ/ܶܘܐ݂ܬ !Fܳ7 ܰG݂݈ܗܝ ܙ* ܽ9݂
ܰ
ܽ+*݂ܕܳ'! ܽܪܘܳ#! ܐ ܕ݁ ἐπλήσθη πνεύµατος ἁγίου

πίµπληµι [aorist passive] + 
genitive
Syriac: ./, iitpeel

Acts 2:4 And they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit 
and began to speak with 
other tongues, as the Spirit 
was giving them utterance.

*B<ܺ/ܘܢ ܶܘܐ݂ܬLܽ; ܽM݁ !#݂ܳܕܳ'! 7ܽ9݁ܘ*+ܽ ܕ݁
καὶ ἐπλήσθησαν πάντες 
πνεύµατος ἁγίου

πίµπληµι [aorist passive] + 
genitive
Syriac: ./, iitpeel

Acts 4:8 Then Peter, filled 
with the Holy Spirit, said to 
them, “Rulers and elders of 
the people,

E<ܺ/݂ܬ
ܶ
ܽ+*݂ܕܳ'! ܽܪܘܳ#! ܐ ܕ݁ πλησθεὶς πνεύµατος ἁγίου

πίµπληµι [aorist passive 
part.] + genitive
Syriac: ./, iitpeel
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Acts 4:31 And when they 
had prayed, the place where 
they had gathered together 
was shaken, and they were 
all filled with the Holy Spir-
it and began to speak the 
word of God with boldness.

*B<ܺ/ܘܢ ܶܘܐ݂ܬLܽ; ܽM݁ !#݂ܳܕܳ'! 7ܽ9݁ܘ*+ܽ ܕ݁
πλήσθησαν ἅπαντες τοῦ 
ἁγίου πνεύµατος

πίµπληµι [aorist passive 
part.] + genitive
Syriac: ./, iitpeel

Acts 9:17 So Ananias de-
parted and entered the 
house, and after laying his 
hands on him said, “Brother
Saul, the Lord Jesus, who 
appeared to you on the road 
by which you were coming, 
has sent me so that you may
regain your sight and be 
filled with the Holy Spirit.”

ܶ
݂ܬ/.

ܶ
ܽ+*݂ܕܳ'! ܽܪܘܳ#! ܘ݂ܬ ܕ݁

καὶ πλησθῇς πνεύµατος 
ἁγίου.

πίµπληµι [aorist passive] + 
genitive
Syriac: ./, iitpeel

Acts 13:9 But Saul, who 
was also known as Paul, 
filled with the Holy Spirit, 
fixed his gaze on him,

E<ܺ/݂ܬ
ܶ
ܽ+*݂ܕܳ'! 7ܽ9݁ܘܳ#! ݈ܗܳܘN ܐ ܕ݁ πλησθεὶς πνεύµατος ἁγίου

πίµπληµι [aorist passive 
part.] + genitive
Syriac: ./, iitpeel

Acts 13:52 And the disci-
ples were continually filled 
with joy and with the Holy 
Spirit.

OB<ܶ/0݂/ܶ ݈ܗܰܘܘ N
ܳ
ܘ݂ܬ ܽ+*݂ܕܳ'! ܘܽܪܘܳ#! 2݂#ܰܽ ܕ݁

ἐπληροῦντο χαρᾶς καὶ 
πνεύµατος ἁγίου.

πληρόω [3rd p. pl. imper-
fect, passive indic.]
Syriac: ./, iitpeel part.

Eph 5:18 And do not get 
drunk with wine, for that is 
dissipation, but be filled 
with the Spirit,

݂ܬ/ܰ>*
ܶ
7ܽ9݁ܘܳ#! ܐ πληροῦσθε ἐν πνεύµατι

πληρόω [2nd p. pl. impera-
tive, passive indic.]
Syriac: ./, iitpeel part.

II. What Does Paul Mean by “be filled with the Spirit”?
A. [Yarbrough, Ephesians in Baker Exegetical Commentary of the NT, pp. 358–60]

First, what does the verb’s present tense signify? Does Paul want to say that his readers should be continually 
filled (Fee 1994: 720; Hoehner 2002: 704), or does the tense carry no special significance here (Best 1998: 508)? 
Best (1998: 508) is probably correct that the present-tense imperatives in the verse (µὴ µεθύσκεσθε, πληροῦσθε) 
carry no more of a continuous nuance than the present imperatives that appear from 4:25 up to this point. When 
Paul says, for example, that his readers should speak the truth, not let the sun set on their anger, steal no longer, 
and let no rotten speech come from their mouth, he is not especially emphasizing the ongoing nature of these ac-
tions, [Eph, p. 359] and similarly there is probably no special stress on ceasing drunkenness or continuous filling 
here.
Second, what does the preposition ἐν mean in this phrase? Does Paul want his readers to be filled “with” the Spir-
it, meaning that the Spirit is the content that fills them (e.g., Best 1998: 508)? Does he want them to be filled “by”
the Spirit, in the sense that the Spirit is the means by which their filling takes place (e.g., Robinson 1904: 204; 
Wallace 1996: 375; O’Brien 1999: 391–92; Hoehner 2002: 704)? Does he want them to be filled “in” either the 
human spirit (e.g., Origen [Heine 2002: 227]; Abbott 1897: 162; Westcott 1906: 81) or the Holy Spirit (Heil 
2007b: 506–16), referring to the sphere in which their filling should take place? Some interpreters believe that a 
combination of these ideas is present: the Spirit is both the sphere in which one is filled and the content with 
which one is filled (Alford 1857: 130), or the Spirit is both the sphere in which one is filled and the means by 
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which the filling takes place (Ellicott 1859: 124), or the Spirit is both the means and the content of the filling 
(Lincoln 1990: 344; Schnackenburg 1991: 237).
We can quickly rule out several of these options. As most interpreters now recognize, Paul probably does not refer
to the human spirit here since every other time he uses the phrase ἐν πνεύµατι in Ephesians, it refers to God’s 
Spirit (2:22; 3:5; 6:18). In addition, the explanations that find a combination of meanings in the preposition should
come into play only if a single meaning makes no sense, yet “with,” “by,” and “in” each provides a perfectly in-
telligible rendering of the phrase (cf. Hoehner 2002: 703–4).
If we seek help in the analogy that Paul seems to imply between the controlling influence of wine and the control-
ling influence of the Spirit, then “with” seems to be the most likely reading. Just as the drunken person is full of, 
and controlled by, wine, so the believer should be full of, and directed by, the Spirit.
Normally, however, the verb πληρόω (plēroō, fill) expresses the content of the filling with a genitive-case noun, 
just as the verb “fill” does in English: “The whole earth will be full [πληρωθήσεται, plērōthēsetai] of his glory 
[δόξης, doxēs]!” (Ps. 71:19 LXX, my trans. [72:19 MT, Eng.]).5 Moreover, Paul seems to distinguish between the
relationship of wine to drunkenness and the relationship of the Spirit to fullness by inserting the preposition ἐν 
into the qualifying phrase: “do not be drunk οἴνῳ,” he says, but “be filled ἐν πνεύµατι.”
This leaves either “by the Spirit” or “in the Spirit” as the most likely options. If “by the Spirit” is correct, then the 
language would match fairly neatly Paul’s talk elsewhere of walking “by the Spirit” (πνεύµατι, pneumati; Gal. 
5:16; cf. 5:25b) or “according to the Spirit” (κατὰ πνεῦµα, kata pneuma; Rom. 8:4; Fee 1994: 721). In these pas-
sages, the Spirit dwells in believers (Rom. 8:9; cf. Gal. 5:25a; Eph. 1:13; 2:22), but believers must cooperate with 
the Spirit’s indwelling if they are to live in ways that are pleasing to the Lord and [Eph, p. 360] consistent with his
will (Rom. 8:8; cf. Gal. 5:17–25; Eph. 5:10, 17). So here, Paul would be saying that believers should cooperate 
with the Spirit in their own filling, with the content of that filling left undefined. This explanation is not entirely 
satisfying, however, since Paul speaks here not of “living” or “walking” but of “being filled,” and this takes place 
not πνεύµατι or κατὰ πνεῦµα but ἐν πνεύµατι.
For this reason, Heil’s argument (2007b: 507) is probably correct that “the preposition ‘in’ (ἐν) refers to being 
within the dynamic realm or sphere established and characterized by having been given the Spirit.” Three ele-
ments of Heil’s case are particularly compelling. First, he argues that everywhere else Paul uses the verb πληρόω 
in Ephesians (1:23; 3:19; 4:10), Christ is the one who fills or the one by whom the filling takes place (Heil 2007b:
506–7). It is possible to quibble with Heil over whether God or Christ stands behind the passive forms of πληρόω 
in 1:23 and 3:19,6 but he is correct that in none of the other three instances does the Spirit give fullness. This, as 
he says, makes it unlikely that the Spirit is the source or agent of the fullness here.
Second, he observes that when Paul qualifies drunkenness with the phrase ἐν ᾧ ἐστιν ἀσωτία (en hō estin asōtia, 
in which is debauchery), Paul is explaining the sphere in which drunkenness takes place. Since this phrase stands 
parallel to the phrase ἐν πνεύµατι, it is likely that ἐν πνεύµατι also describes the realm or sphere of its verb. Wine 
and the Spirit do not parallel each other as the instruments of drunkenness and filling. Instead, drunkenness takes 
place in the realm of debauchery, and the believer’s filling takes place in the realm of the Spirit (Heil 2007b: 514–
15).
Third, this understanding of the phrase is consistent with, and may be another aspect of, Paul’s understanding of 
existence “in Christ” in Ephesians (e.g., 1:1, 3, 6, 7, 11, 13, 15; 2:6, 10, 13; 3:6; 4:32). Just as believers live in 
“the dynamic realm or sphere” of Christ, so they live in “the dynamic realm or sphere” whose boundaries are de-
fined by the Spirit (Heil 2007b: 507, 516).
If this is correct, however, Paul has still left the agent and the content of the filling undefined. Who fills believers, 
and with what are they to be filled? In 3:19 Paul prays that his readers might “be filled up to all the fullness of 
God” and in 4:13 he describes the growth of the church until it becomes “a mature man” and reaches “the measure
of the stature of the fullness of Christ.” God seems to be the source of the filling in 3:19, just as he is probably the 
source of Christ’s fullness in 1:23, and the content of the fullness in 3:19 is probably the maturity that God wants 
the church to attain as it grows up to his fullness, or as 4:13 puts it, to the “fullness” of Christ’s stature. Here in 
5:18, Paul says similarly that his readers should cooperate with the growth that God supplies toward the maturity 
he created them to attain (cf. 2:10, 15).
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B. The Filling of the Spirit is Something We Do

Having looked at the times when the verb πίµπληµι (pimplēmi) is used in Scriptures with regard to “being filled with 
the Holy Spirit” (see pp. 5–7 above), we now should look at the times when the verb πληρόω (plēroō) and its corre-
sponding adjective πλήρης (plērēs), i.e., “to fill” and “full,” are found in connection with the Holy Spirit in the Apos-
tolic Scriptures. We discover that such a combination is not found in the Lxx, so we are left to the Apostolic Scriptures
for our investigation.

The Adjective πληρης Followed by πνεῦµα + ἅγιος or By πνεῦµα Alone
Scripture Hebrew / Syriac Greek Comments

Luke 4:1  Yeshua, full of the 
Holy Spirit, returned from 
the Jordan and was led 
around by the Spirit in the 
wilderness

 2Gܰ ܶܕAܽFܶ OF*ܥ
ܶ
ܕܽ+*ܕܳ'! ܽܪܘܳ#! /.

QRܰܗ O/ܶ O1ܳܪܕ*Fܽ ܗ
ܶ
ܽܪܘܳ#! ܰܘܕ79ܰܬ

Sܽ;T*ܪ9ܳ!
And Yeshua, full of the Holy
Spirit, returned from the Jor-
dan, and the Spirit led Him 
away into the desert.

Ἰησοῦς δὲ πλήρης πνεύµατος 
ἁγίου ὑπέστρεψεν ἀπὸ τοῦ 
Ἰορδάνου καὶ ἤγετο ἐν τῷ 
πνεύµατι ἐν τῇ ἐρήµῳ
Yeshua, full of the Holy 
Spirit, returned from the 
Jordan and was led around 
by the Spirit in the 
wilderness

The Greek has the adjective 
plērēs followed by the geni-
tive “Holy Spirit.”

Acts 6:3 Therefore, brethren,
select from among you seven
men of good reputation, full 
of the Spirit and of wisdom, 
whom we may put in charge 
of this task.

ܚ ܳܗUܰ9 VBGܺܘ
ܰ
ܰ'@Yܳ! ܰܘXܰ@* ܰܝ̈ܐ

7@Xܰ̈OFܺ 8ܽ*ܢZ/ܶ [ܘܢ ܺܕܐLܽB<ܰ4
N
ܳ
ܕܳ/Fܳ7! ܽܪܘܶ#L ܰܘ/ܶ>L6ܳ OBܽܕܘܬ

N
ܳ
B[ ܘ8#ܶ\0 ܺ̂ 1ܽ*ܢ ܰܘ1

ܶ
ܳܗܶܕ_ V4ܰ ܐ

N
ܳ
ܨ9ܽ*ܬ

Wherefore, brethren, exam-
ine and select from among 
you seven men of good re-
pute who are full of the Spir-
it of the Lord and of wisdom,
so that we may appoint them
to this task.

ἐπισκέψασθε δέ, ἀδελφοί, 
ἄνδρας ἐξ ὑµῶν 
µαρτυρουµένους ἑπτά, 
πλήρεις πνεύµατος καὶ 
σοφίας, οὓς καταστήσοµεν ἐπὶ
τῆς χρείας ταύτης,
Therefore, brethren, select 
from among you seven men 
of good reputation, full of 
the Spirit and of wisdom, 
whom we may put in charge 
of this task.

The Greek has the adjective 
plērēs followed by the geni-
tive “Spirit.”

Acts 6:5 The statement 
found approval with the 
whole congregation; and 
they chose Stephen, a man 
full of faith and of the Holy 
Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus,
Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas 
and Nicolas, a proselyte 
from Antioch.

N ܳܗܶܕ_ ܘܶ'7ܰaܬ
ܳ
L +2ܳܡ ܶ/>;0 ܶMܽ

!\ܳ4ܰ *@ܰXܣ ܰܘ*Zܳaܶܰd
ܶ
e _7ܳ@Xܰ

ܶ
N ݈ܗܳܘN ܰܕ/.

ܳ
ܕܽ+*ܕܳ'! ܘܽܪܘܳ#! ܰܗZܽ\ܳF*ܬ
ܘ7ܳGܳ7ܳaTܰܘܣ ܰܘaܳB<ܺBaܺ;T*ܣ

Zܳ*ܪ ܰ̂ BZܺ;Tܢ ܰܘ*\ܳB
ܺ
f;Tܰܘ !Zܰ/ܶ7aܰ;Tܰܘ

ܳܘܣ
ܰ
. ܳ̂ BZܺ;Tܳܪ_ ܰܘ*BܽXܺ !BܳGܳ*Bܳ

ܺ
f1
ܰ
ܐ

This word pleased the all the 
people, so they chose 
Stephen, a man full of faith 
the Holy Spirit, and Philip 
and Prochorus and Nicanor 
and Timon and Parmenas 
and Nicolas, a proselyte of 
Antioch.

Acts 6:5 καὶ ἤρεσεν ὁ λόγος 
ἐνώπιον παντὸς τοῦ πλήθους 
καὶ ἐξελέξαντο Στέφανον, 
ἄνδρα πλήρης πίστεως καὶ 
πνεύµατος ἁγίου, καὶ 
Φίλιππον καὶ Πρόχορον καὶ 
Νικάνορα καὶ Τίµωνα καὶ 
Παρµενᾶν καὶ Νικόλαον 
προσήλυτον Ἀντιοχέα,
The statement found ap-
proval with the whole con-
gregation; and they chose 
Stephen, a man full of faith 
and of the Holy Spirit, and 
Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, 
Timon, Parmenas and Nico-
las, a proselyte from 
Antioch.

The Greek has the adjective 
plērēs followed by two geni-
tives, “faith” and “Holy 
Spirit.”
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Acts 7:55 But being full of 
the Holy Spirit, he gazed in-
tently into heaven and saw 
the glory of God, and Yeshua
standing at the right hand of 
God;

 2Gܰ ܘܽܗܘ
ܶ
./ N݈ܗܳܘ N

ܳ
ܘܽܪܘܳ#! ܰܗZܽ\ܳF*ܬ

ܰܘ#E\ܰA9ܰNܳ̈ Ngܳ ܳ#7 ܕܽ+*ܕܳ'!
N
ܳ
0#*@ܽ'

ܶ
NLܳ ܬ

ܳ
Dܥ ܰܕ*AܽBܶ;T2 ܰܘGܰ

ܡ
ܶ
h+ܳ O/ܶ !ZܳB\ܺFܰ NLܳ

ܳ
Dܰܕ

But he, full of faith and the 
Holy Spirit, looked up to 
heaven and saw the glory of 
God and Yeshua standing at 
the right hand of God.

Acts 7:55 ὑπάρχων δὲ πλήρης
πνεύµατος ἁγίου ἀτενίσας εἰς 
τὸν οὐρανὸν εἶδεν δόξαν θεοῦ 
καὶ Ἰησοῦν ἑστῶτα ἐκ δεξιῶν 
τοῦ θεοῦ
But being full of the Holy 
Spirit, he gazed intently into 
heaven and saw the glory of 
God, and Yeshua standing at 
the right hand of God;

The Greek has the adjective 
plērēs followed by the geni-
tive “Holy Spirit.”

Acts 11:24 for he was a good
man, and full of the Holy 
Spirit and of faith. And con-
siderable numbers were 
brought to the Lord.

V
ܽ
f/ܶ _7ܳ@Xܰ ܳ@! ݈ܗܳܘN ܕ

ܳ
i

E<ܰ\Aܰ/ܰܘ Nܕܽ+*ܕܳ'! 7ܽ9ܘܳ#! ݈ܗܳܘ
N
ܳ
ܘj6ܰ ܰܘZܽ\ܳFLܰ9*ܬ

ܰ
4ܰܳ\! ݈ܗܳܘN ܶܘܐܬܬ

NhBܳkܺ6ܰ 7ܰܢ\ܳ;T
For he was a good man and 
full of the Holy Spirit and of 
faith; and many people were 
added to our Lord.

Acts 11:24 ὅτι ἦν ἀνὴρ 
ἀγαθὸς καὶ πλήρης πνεύµατος 
ἁγίου καὶ πίστεως. καὶ 
προσετέθη ὄχλος ἱκανὸς τῷ 
κυρίῳ.
for he was a good man, and
full of the Holy Spirit and 
of faith. And considerable 
numbers were brought to 
the Lord.

The Greek has the adjective 
plērēs followed by two geni-
tives, “faith” and “Holy 
Spirit.”

In every place where we find the adjective plērēs followed by “Holy Spirit” or “Holy Spirit and faith,” the words “Holy 
Spirit” and/or “faith” are in the genitive case. This matches what we found with the verb πίµπληµι (plimplēmi), for like-
wise when “Spirit” or  “Holy Spirit” are constructed with plimplemi, everywhere this combination is found, “Spirit” or 
“Holy Spirit” is in the genitive case.

The Verb πληρόω Followed by πνεῦµα + ἅγιος or By πνεῦµα Alone
Scripture Hebrew / Syriac Greek Comments

Acts 13:52 And the disciples 
were continually filled with 
joy and with the Holy Spirit.

OB<ܶ/0݂/ܶ ݈ܗܰܘܘ N
ܳ
ܘ݂ܬ  ܘܽܪܘܳ#! 2݂#ܰܽ

ܽ+*݂ܕܳ'! ܕ݁
And the disciples were filled 
with joy and with the Holy 
Spirit.

Acts 13:52 ἐπληροῦντο χαρᾶς
καὶ πνεύµατος ἁγίου.
And the disciples were con-
tinually filled with joy and 
with the Holy Spirit.

πληρόω [3rd p. pl. imper-
fect, passive indic.]
followed by the genitives 
“joy” and “Holy Spirit”

Eph 5:18 And do not get 
drunk with wine, for that is 
dissipation, but be filled with
the Spirit,

݂ܬ/ܰ>*
ܶ
7ܽ9݁ܘܳ#! ܐ Eph 5:18 πληροῦσθε ἐν 
πνεύµατι

πληρόω [2nd p. pl. impera-
tive, passive indic.] fol-
lowed by the preposition 
“in” and “Spirit” in the da-
tive case.

In Acts 13:52, plēroō is described by the word “joy” and “the Holy Spirit.” Both “joy” (χαρᾶς) and “Holy Spirit” 
(πνεύµατος ἁγίου) are in the genitive case. A wooden translation would be “filled of joy and of the Holy Spirit.” This is 
consistent with what we found when investigating the verb πίµπληµι (plimplēmi) and it related adjective πλήρης (plērēs), 
for in every case, all words following that describe that which constitutes the “filling” are put in the genitive case.

But what is interesting and important to note as the one exception is Eph 5:18. Here the verb plēroō is not followed by the 
genitive case, but the dative case, with the prepositional phrase ἐν πνεύµατι, “in Spirit,” where πνεύµατι, “Spirit” is dative,
not genitive. 
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When we analyze the times in the Apostolic Scriptures that persons are said to be “filled with the Spirit,” and the verb 
πίµπληµι (plimplēmi) is utilized for the verbal action of “filling,” we see these important facts. First, the verb is always 
passive and in the aorist tense, with the exception of Luke 1:15, which is in the future tense. In every case, “Holy Spirit” is
in the genitive case, known in these contexts as the “verbal genitive of content.” What this means is that the genitive case 
is used to specify the content of the filling.1 Further, all of the “fillings” in which the verb is plimplēmi are “special fill-
ings,” that is, a special work of the Spirit upon an individual or individuals for a specific task.

William Combs writes this about “special fillings.”

Special fillings are sudden, sovereign, unexpected, overwhelming, incident-oriented acts of enablement; undefined
as to duration, lasting as long as their purposes and situations demand, and resulting in some verbal proclamation. A
special filling is not the result of prayerful seeking; in fact, no conditions have to be met to obtain it, since each one
is sovereignly given. This special filling in the New Testament is similar to the coming of the Holy Spirit on Old
Testament saints to accomplish a divinely given task (cf. Ex 28:3; 31:3; 35:31; Num 11:25; Deut 34:9). One can de-
bate whether these special fillings occur today. My own opinion is that they ended with the apostolic age. Regard-
less, special filling has no necessary correlation to the sanctification of the individual; it is never commanded.

When we consider the verses we have looked at in Luke and Acts which utilize the adjective πληρης (plērēs), “full,” and 
are followed by either “Spirit” or “Holy Spirit” in the genitive case, the genitive specifies the content. As Combs notes:

These references would seem to describe a quality of life, something that is generally characteristic of the person. 
The “deacons” in Acts 6 are described as having a lifestyle characterized by “wisdom,” “faith,” and the “Holy Spir-
it”—those who display the fruit of the Spirit, what Allison calls “an honorable Christian lifestyle.2 The idea is that of
a godly believer, someone whose spiritual maturity is apparent to all.

As noted in the charts above, the only time we find the verb plēroō followed by the genitive case is in Acts 13:52. What is 
important to note in this verse is that plēroō is in the imperfect tense, which would indicate a continuing state, or what is 
called the “customary imperfect,” which is “used to indicate a regularly recurring activity in the past time (habitual) or a 
state that continued for sometime (generally).”3 In Acts 13:52, the imperfect tense of plēroō parallels the use of the 
cognate adjective plērēs in that it is being used statively, i.e, to describe a given quality of being in which a person exists, 
“to be full,” and thus describes a disposition of joyfulness, as Acts 13:52 clearly states. The reason that the NASB transla-
tion includes the word “continually” is because this is the emphasis of the imperfect tense verb: “And the disciples were 
continually filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.” This description of the disciples does not mean that they were 
“filled” and then become “less filled,” then sought to be “filled” again and so on. The Greek construction offers a general, 
overall characteristic of joy which is attributed to the regular and ongoing work of the Holy Spirit. Bock describes it this 
way:

The disciples are filled (ἐπληροῦντο, eplērounto) with joy and with the Holy Spirit (Luke 6:23; Acts 5:41; Gal. 5:22;
1 Thess. 1:6). The verb here is imperfect, depicting an ongoing joy and full involvement with the Spirit. Even rejec-
tion and persecution do not stop the gospel’s progress, nor does such pressure discourage the disciples. This is part 
of what indicates that they are filled and controlled by the Spirit.4

Hendricksen’s comments on Acts 13:52 are also worth noting:

Luke closes this segment of the account about the first missionary journey by describing the attitude of the Chris-
tians in Antioch. He says, “The disciples were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit.” As is customary in Acts, Luke 

1. See Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics (Zondervan, 1996), 92–94; Blass and DeBrunner, A Greek Grammar of
the New Testament (Univ of Chicago, 1961), §166, p. 92.

2. Referencing Greg R. Allison, “Baptism with and Filling of the Holy Spirit,” SBJT 16 (Winter, 2012), 14.
3. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, p. 548.
4. Darell Bock, Acts in The Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Baker Pub., 2007), p. 466.
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calls the recent converts to Christianity disciples (that is, they are learners). We would expect these fledgling believ-
ers to be disheartened by the departure of Paul and Barnabas. Instead they are filled with joy and with the Holy Spir-
it. God fills the vacuum created by the sudden exit of the teachers by giving the disciples the gift of joy, which is a 
fruit of the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:22). The presence of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of the believers is in itself indescrib-
able joy.1

Here, the verb πληρόω (plēroō) is in the passive voice, exactly as in every place where the verb πίµπληµι (plimplēmi) is 
found in connection with the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:41, 67; Acts 2:4; 4:8, 31; 9:17; 13:9). The “filling” is not the result of the
disciples requesting “to be filled” but is the normal and active sovereign work of the Spirit as the normal result of personal
salvation through faith in the Messiah Yeshua and His saving work.

Here is where we see the language of Eph 5:18 to be distinctly different than all of the other occurrences of either 
πίµπληµι (plimplēmi) or πληρόω (plēroō) when these two verbs describe the work of the Holy Spirit within the live of a 
believer. For in Eph 5:18, the verb plēroō is neither in the passive voice nor in the indicative mood. Rather, the verb is an 
imperative. In fact, this is the only place in all of the Apostolic Scriptures that the verb plēroō is found as an imperative, a 
command. This in itself should cause us to reconsider the common idea, put forth primarily by the rise of the modern 
charismatic movement, that Paul is teaching the Ephesians (and us) that we must seek, ask, or pray to be “filled with the 
Holy Spirit.” Not only is such a view unsupported by the grammar and language itself, but the context of Eph 5:18 does 
not support such an interpretation either.

Primarily this is seen in that (1) this is the only time in the Apostolic Scriptures that any verb of “filling” is found as a 
command in connection with the Holy Spirit; (2) the only time that a verb of “filling” is followed by a dative complement 
rather than a genitive; and (3) the immediate context clearly indicates that the “filling” is the result of the believer in 
Yeshua pursuing a life of sanctification unto Him and apart from the world, not waiting for a special extra-ordinary event 
or moving of the Spirit in one’s own life.

Look at the wider context in which Eph 5:18 is found:

15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise,
16 making the most of your time, because the days are evil.
17 So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.
18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit,
19 speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to 
the Lord;
20 always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Yeshua Messiah to God, even the Father;
21 and be subject to one another in the fear of Messiah.

Paul begins by admonishing his readers to “be careful how you walk,” apply God’s wisdom to one’s life choices. Clearly 
the use of “walk” means “one’s life and growth in sanctification.” Then Paul gives an example of walking, i.e., con-
forming one’s life to God’s righteousness through applying God’s righteous ways (wisdom) to the choices one makes. He 
writes “making the most of your time, because the days are evil.” That is, using one’s life energies, opportunities, etc., to 
grow in holiness and conformity to Yeshua. The he admonishes us “do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the 
Lord is.” This helps us to understand more clearly what he means by “walking” in the ways of God’s wisdom: we must 
know what the will of the Lord is. This is not accomplished by waiting for a special sign, or unique emotional experience 
in one’s life. Knowing the will of God is to know the truths and teaching of the Scriptures and then, by God’s grace and 
the power of the Spirit in the renewed life of the believer, to make these truths and teachings the normal pattern of one’s 
thoughts and actions.

Then, in v. 18, Paul gives an example of what he means by “foolish” as over against “wise.” To be “drunk with wine” 
is to live the life of a fool, for the mind becomes entangled in that which is worthless, and the name of Messiah that one 
has confessed to be his or her Lord and Master, is defamed. Paul refers to this as “dissipation,” ἀσωτία (asōtia), having its 

1. William Hendriksen, Acts in New Testament Commentary (Baker Pub., 1990), p. 
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primary aspect to describe that which is “reckless abandon, debauchery, dissipation.”1 The word ἀσωτία (asōtia) itself is 
cognate to the verb σῴζω (sōzō), the common verb used throughout the Apostolic Scriptures meaning “to be saved.” The 
alpha-privative in ἀσωτία (asōtia) causes it to have the sense of the “opposite of saved,” much like the prefix “un” in Eng-
lish is used as a negation. For example: “successful” vs. “unsuccessful.” Thus, when Paul writes that being drunk with 
wine is asōtia, he means that a life-style characterized by drunkenness is a life-style contrary to preserving or saving that 
which is real, valuable, and righteous. It is a life-style marked by waste, debauchery, and unrighteousness.

He then contrasts such a life-style with that which is inevitably to be the characteristic of all who are genuinely born 
from above—who have had a dramatic change in their lives through being drawn to God through the work of Yeshua and 
the indwelling presence of the Ruach HaKodesh. Such a life is marked by a continuing and growing conformity to the 
ways of righteousness as exampled in the life of Yeshua Himself, that is, the fruit of the Spirit is more and more seen in 
the life of a believer as he or she grows in the wisdom of righteousness, through prayer, conformity to the will of God as 
taught in the Scriptures, and through life-to-life service to one another in the body of Messiah, the ekklesia. 

Further, the fact that Paul uses ἐν πνεύµατι, “in the Spirit” (dative) rather than “of the Spirit” (genitive) is important. 
Nearly every where in which the preposition “in” (ἐν) is found in such a prepositional phrase, the vast majority of times it 
denotes “location” (locative) or, in less cases, “agency. But it never refers to “content.” If Paul had intended us to under-
stand “be fill with the Spirit” where “Spirit” is the content of the filling, he would have almost certainly used the genitive, 
since this is consistently the case in all of the other verses in which a verb of “filling” is constructed with “Holy Spirit.” 
As such, if we are willing to accept the overwhelming evidence of the grammar involved in the concept of “being filled 
with the Spirit” (genitive), the fact that Paul used the dative in Eph 5:18 as well as casting the verb in the form of a com-
mand, must be understood to mean “fill your life up in the realm/sphere of the Spirit.” This fits perfectly in the context in 
which Paul is admonishing us about our “walk,” i.e., our life of faith in Messiah Yeshua. Our “walk” is a way of describ-
ing our “life of faith,” and this is our life of sanctification, becoming more and more like Yeshua in thought, word, and ac-
tions. Sanctification is a cooperative work between the believer and the Ruach Who indwells every true believer. Sanctifi-
cation is not a matter of “rely and relax,” but one of actively putting to death the sinful nature (flesh) and yielding oneself 
to the Spirit. It is more and more saying “no” to the flesh and “yes” to the Spirit.  In the larger context of Ephesians, this is
what Paul teaches when he writes in Eph 4:13,

until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure 
of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Messiah.

And this is what Paul means by giving the negative illustration of being drunk with wine, contrasting it by living in 
the realm of God’s wisdom as enabled by the Spirit. Hollis gives this outline of how Paul uses the negative picture of  “be-
ing drunk with wine” to contrast the positive commandment to be “filled in the Spirit.”

There are several things to notice about this illustrative exhortation that are parallel with, and help us understand, 
the exhortations of Eph 5:15–18.
(1) It is a general principle, a life principle. It is giving a general direction and instruction about how to maintain good 

health.
(2) It involves both a goal and a process. The goal is to achieve and maintain good health. The process is to consistently eat 

proper food.
(3) The focus is not on the event of eating but on the kind of food to be eaten to reach a certain goal.
(4) It must be a constant, regular, daily intake of good food.
(5) It is something we do, not something done to us. We choose what we will eat and then feed ourselves. We are not fed by 

someone else.
(6) The issue at hand in such an illustrative exhortation is simply and purely on how to become and stay healthy—by eating 

only good food regularly. 
That is precisely what Paul is saying in the spiritual realm: “If you want to be spiritually healthy, you must eat spiritual, not 
carnal, food.” Thus, the command to be filled with the Spirit looks at a condition, not an event. It looks at a process, not a 

1. BDAG, “ἀσωτία,” p. 148.
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moemntary experience. It looks at a life-style, not an individual act. The fill of Ephesians 5:18 is never fulfilled in a moment 
but goes on for a lifetime, as we take daily steps of drawing on the life and resources of the Holy Spirit. Consider Gal 5:16–
“But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh.” (Gal 5:16)
In context, then, each individual is to be filled with the Spirit (live wisely) so that the body of Christ might experience joyful 
corporate praise and worship (Eph 5:19–21) and harmony and order in the home (Eph 5:11–6:9). Paul is talking primarily 
about wise living in the community of the saints, not about personal power.
Matt 12:34 provides an appropriate parallel thought when it says that “the mouth speaks out of that which fills the heart.” If 
we adapt this verse to fit our context, it says, “The life expresses that which fills the heart.” If the heart is filled with the 
things of the Spirit, then the life lived out will be wise and in accordance with the will of God. In particular, out of the abun-
dance of the life in the Spirit will come forth the results found in Eph 5:19–6:9.
Eph 5:15–69, then, is an exhortation to walk wisely by saturating our lives with the things of the Spirit, not the things of the 
flesh, so that we might live in harmony, unity, and joy among the saints at church and at home.1

Paul’s imperative (command) in Eph 5:18 is two-fold: a negative command and a positive one. The negative is “do not
get drunk with wine” and the positive is “be filled in the Spirit.” These inspired commands are the two sides of sanctifica-
tion in which every true believer in Yeshua is engaged. We must obey the commands, and we must do so by strength and 
power of the Spirit of God Who indwells, encourages, and strengthens every believer in Yeshua to become more and more
like Him, i.e., to grow in holiness unto the Lord. The negative is being separated from the things of the world and to be-
come separated unto God and His righteous ways. We may note other Pauline texts which parallel this same truth as found
in Eph 5:18.

Col 3:16 and the close parallels to Eph 5:15–19. (Remember that Colossians is a “sister” epistle to Ephesians)
Let the word of Messiah richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another with 
psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God. (Col 3:16)

Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, making the most of your time, because the days 
are evil. So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. And do not get drunk with wine, for 
that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; (Eph 5:15–19)

This close parallel would indicate that being filled in the realm of the Spirit means letting the word of Messiah richly 
dwell within you. How is the believer to do this? Through putting the truth of Messiah into one’s life through consistent 
study of and meditation upon the Scriptures, through regular prayer and thereby being strengthened to put to death the 
deeds of the flesh and to more and more submit to the will and leading of the Spirit, and by functioning within the body of
Messiah to encourage fellow believers and to be encouraged by them in personal sanctification.

Gal 5:16
But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh. (Gal 5:16)

Even as Eph 5:15–19 describes walking in the flesh (being drunk with wine) and walking in the Spirit (fill your life in the 
realm of the Spirit) so in Gal 5:16 “walk by the Spirit” is contrasted with carrying out “the desires of the flesh.” Clearly, in
Gal 5:16 Paul is not talking about a momentary event or repeated momentary events. By once again using the metaphor of
“walking,” he implies a process, a life-style, a direction in life. This command in Gal 5:16 as well as the command in Eph 
5:18 “be filled in the Spirit” cannot be fulfilled in an instant by praying: “fill me with Your Spirit.” It is something that be 
child of God must be constantly at work to accomplish every moment of every day throughout one’s life.

1. Wendall Hollis, “The Filling of the Spirit is Something We Do,” paper delivered at the annual conference of the Evangelical Theo-
logical Society, November 1996, pp. 7–8.
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Rom 13:11–14
Do this, knowing the time, that it is already the hour for you to awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us 
than when we believed. The night is almost gone, and the day is near. Therefore let us lay aside the deeds of dark-
ness and put on the armor of light. Let us behave properly as in the day, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in 
sexual promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and jealousy. But put on the Lord Yeshua Messiah, and make no pro-
vision for the flesh in regard to its lusts. (Rom 13:11–14)

Here, once again, Paul teaches us that life in the Spirit is a cooperative work between the child of God and the Spirit of 
God. The believer must actively be pursuing a life of righteousness, exercising the means of grace (prayer, the Scriptures, 
confession of one’s sin, a committed fellowshipping with other believers), yielding one’s heart and mind to the things of 
the Spirit in order to grow in holiness unto the Lord.

Conclusion: Being filled in the realm of the Spirit is something we do by means of the indwelling Spirit’s power

1. There is no separate event called “being filled with/of the Spirit.” When we walk/live in fellowship with the risen 
Messiah, saturating our minds and lives with the things of the Spirit, especially the Scriptures, we are yielding to 
the Spirit of God so that our lives are “filled in the realm of the Spirit.”

2. There are no conditions for being filled: we must be obedient to the Lord to have our lives more and more filled 
up with those things which are in the realm of the Spirit.

3. There are no commands for, or instances of, immediate spiritual maturity, quick formulas for victory, or instanta-
neous receptions of power. There are only principles for walking that are either applied or not.

4. Ephesians 5:18 is merely one among many similar exhortations in Paul’s writings, in which he teaches this princi-
ples of a walk in the Spirit, as contrasted with a carnal, fleshly life.

5. An Eph 5:18 filling is something we do in the Spirit, not something the Spirit does in, or to, us.
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