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Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. 

 

Introduction 
 We’ve been going through what’s known as Paul’s letter to the Ephesians this 
year.  Chapters 1-3 explain pretty well and powerfully what the Christian message is – 
grace, sheer grace, not rule-keeping.  It’s a God-the-Holy-Spirit wrought perception of 
and exhilaration in a God-the-Father planned act of loving redemption executed by God-
the-Son.  The Christian message is so far from don’t cuss, drink, or chew or run with 
those who do.  It’s that Jesus has been crucified, resurrected, and ascended and did it all 
for you! 
 Such a realization can’t but reorient one’s desires and behaviors out of gratitude 
to such a gloriously gracious God.  And Paul gives guidance toward the end of his letter 
on what such a lifestyle should look like.  We’ve been going pretty slowly this summer 
over his exhortations in Ephesians 4 and 5.  Today we’re just taking one verse yet again.  
We started reading in v. 15 just to get some of the immediate context of wisdom.  First 
we looked at using time wisely.  Then we looked at making decisions wisely.  Today 
we’re going to investigate what wisdom has to say about alcohol. 

We had some friends that live next door over for a cookout earlier this summer 
and something that was said struck me and confirmed to me that it would be helpful to 
take some time and address this topic of alcohol.  He’s Irish-American, grew up on the 
south-side, worked for years on the floor of the Board-of-Trade and is a recovering 
alcoholic.  She’s from Melbourne, complete with the whole Aussie accent.  She said that 
she’s been many places in the world, but she was shocked at how much everything in 
Chicago revolves around alcohol.  “That’s what people do here – they drink,” she said.  I 
said, “Isn’t that what people do everywhere?”  And she said, “Yes, but especially here.  
The whole social scene is based upon drinking.” 

I thought to myself, “Hmm, what does that mean for a church living in such a 
culture?  How do we engage that without becoming completely accommodated to it?”  
Well, we need to talk about it.  And today’s text provides the perfect opportunity.  Paul 
says to a city culture that revered the wine god Dionysius – “Do not get drunk on wine, 
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which leads to debauchery.  Instead, be filled with the Spirit” (v. 18).  In short, the 
message to us today is just this: Christ tastes great and is more filling. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
The Dangers of Teetotalism 
 I don’t know how you grew up, but let me tell you how I grew up.  I grew up in a 
church environment that promoted total abstinence from alcohol – teetotalism, as it’s 
sometimes called.  If someone happened to be reported to have beer in his refrigerator he 
was immediately branded as bad.  I know this culture well.  I know its arguments.  But 
here’s the thing: the Bible clearly states – “Do not get drunk;” nowhere does it say – “Do 
not drink.” 
 Let’s just look at the Bible for a bit.  1Corinthians 5:11, for example, lists 
drunkenness as a vice, as does Galatians 5:21 and 1 Peter 4:3, among others (i.e. 1Cor. 
6:10).  One of the qualifications for a pastor is given as “not given to drunkenness” (Titus 
1:7; cf. 1Tim. 3:3).  Getting hammered, plastered, slammed, slobbered… whatever 
they’re calling it these days is unequivocally identified as a sin.  There’s no debate there. 
 But there are also other Scriptures that you may not have known are in the Bible.  
For example, Paul tells Timothy in 1 Timothy 5:23 – “Stop drinking only water, and use 
a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.”  Here’s one that I had 
never really noticed before until this year when Andrea brought it to my attention from 
her daily readings.  Deuteronomy 14 is talking about how God’s people are supposed to 
take a tenth of their produce each year to a central location and eat it before the Lord as 
an act of worship.  If you live too far away to bring all that grain and cattle and oil and 
stuff, you’re supposed to sell it, take the money you get, go to the place, and “use the 
silver to buy whatever you like: cattle, sheep, wine or other fermented drink [literally 
‘strong drink’], or anything you wish.  Then you and your household shall eat there in the 
presence of the Lord your God and rejoice” (Dt. 14:26).  God commands people to get 
booze for their praise parties! 
 God’s not against all alcohol.  “He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for 
man to cultivate – bringing forth food from the earth: wine that gladdens the heart of 

man, oil to make his face shine, and bread that sustains his heart” (Ps. 104:14-15).  And 
let’s not forget that Jesus’ first miracle was turning water into wine at a wedding feast so 
the party could go on (Jn. 2:1-11).  It’s no use arguing that it was really grape juice.  
Nobody really drank grape juice until a Methodist pastor in 1869 named Thomas Welch 
began producing it as an alternative to communion wine – Welch’s Grape Juice. 

Up until around that point in history responsible drinking did not carry a taboo 
among Christians.  John Calvin’s annual salary package from his church in Geneva 
included upwards of 250 gallons of wine to be enjoyed by his friends and guests.  Martin 
Luther once wrote of the Reformation, “While I sat still and drank beer with Philip and 
Amsdorf, God dealt the papacy a mighty blow.”  Luther’s love letters to his wife (a 
skilled brewer herself) when he was away lamented his inability to drink her beer.  The 
first permanent building erected at Plymouth Rock by the Puritans was a brewery. 
 Maybe it was due in part to the fact that drinking water wasn’t as safe back then, 
but the bottom-line is that the alcohol phobia experienced by some Christians today has 
no foundation in the Bible and is a relatively new phenomenon historically.  Alcoholic 
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drinks are a good gift from God to be enjoyed, like any good gift, in moderation and as a 
means to worship the Giver.  It’s a somewhat acquired taste, like most fine things, but 
anyone who has had a really expensive bottle of red with a perfectly cooked, thick steak 
will experience something you just can’t with a McDonald’s quarter-pounder and a Coke 
(although I like that too).  It’s true. 
 The Bible instead says, “Whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for 
the glory of God” (1Cor. 10:31).  In fact, there are some pretty strong warnings in the NT 
against a kind of asceticism that makes rules restricting people’s use of God’s good gifts.  
In fact, Paul calls this a thing “taught by demons.  Such teachings come through 
hypocritical liars,” he says in 1 Timothy 4, “whose consciences have been seared as with 
a hot iron.  They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, 
which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who know 
the truth.  For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is 
received with thanksgiving” (1Tim. 4:1-4). 
 In another place he is just as firm.  Colossians 2 – “Do not let anyone judge you 
by what you… drink” (Col. 2:16).  Do not submit to the world’s rules – “Do not handle!  
Do not taste!  Do not touch!...  These are all… based on human commands and teachings.  
Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, 
their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in 
restraining sensual indulgence” (Col. 2:21-23).  The natural worldly way of life is 
legalism, self-righteousness, works-based religion and so we make up rules we think we 
can obey to feel godly.  It seems to me that we have to be very careful when we start 
making alcohol consumption into a litmus test for spiritual maturity.  Legalism is a 
damnable trap that teetotalism can easily fall into. 
 
The Dangers of Winebibbing 

 So there are the grave dangers of teetotalism; let’s talk a bit now about the equally 
grave dangers associated with drinking – winebibbing as it’s sometimes called.  
Colossians 2 warned that a ‘don’t taste, don’t touch’ policy has the ‘appearance of 
wisdom’ but in reality is worldly.  So what does wisdom have to say about the topic?  
Remember: this whole section is dealing with wise vs. unwise.  “Do not get drunk with 
wine” is the second alternative given here to being foolish – “Do not be foolish, but 
understand what the Lord’s will is and do not get drunk on wine.”  Paul is expounding on 
wisdom. 
 And ‘do not get drunk on wine’ is an exact quote from the Greek translation of 
Proverbs 23:31.  Proverbs 23 contains a somewhat rare extended treatment in the book of 
Proverbs of one theme: 
 

Who has woe?  Who has sorrow?  Who has strife?  Who has complaints? 

Who has needless bruises? Who has bloodshot eyes? 

Those who linger over wine, who go to sample bowls of mixed wine. 

Do not gaze at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup, when it goes down 

smoothly! 

In the end it bites like a snake and poisons like a viper. 

Your eyes will see strange sights and your mind imagine confusing things. 

You will be like one sleeping on the high seas, lying on top of the rigging. 



4 

“They hit me,” you will say, “but I’m not hurt!  They beat me, but I don’t feel it!  When 

will I wake up so I can find another drink?” (Prov. 23:29-35) 
 
What a graphic description of folly.  Earlier in that chapter it advises, “Do not join those 
who drink too much wine” (Prov. 23:20).  Proverbs 20:1 – “Wine is a mocker and beer a 
brawler; whoever is led astray by them is not wise.” 

Again wine itself is never denounced in Wisdom Literature (see Prov. 3:10 and 
the strange 31:6-7), but it is seen as a common component of reckless living.  In fact, the 
reckless living described throughout the book of Proverbs is precisely what Paul has in 
mind when he says that drunkenness leads to debauchery.  Debauchery is dissipation, 
recklessness, wild living.  If you’ve ever been around drunk people you know what this 
means.  There’s a reason why frat parties on campus have kegs and not milk and cookies.  
In excess, alcohol makes you do crazy things, lose your inhibitions.  And when the guard 
is let down, all the other evil desires in one’s heart begin to get acted out – anger => 
fights; lust => promiscuity; hatred => gossip; ego => excessive risk-taking. 
 Just avoiding alcohol doesn’t eliminate these sinful desires, but adding it into the 
mix can feed and accentuate them.  The main focus, however, should always be on the 
heart.  And one’s use of alcohol can be a barometer of the heart in other ways.  For 
example, what do you go to in order to make you feel happy?  When you’re down?  
When you’re stressed?  One person has observed, “Right down the ages, as literature 
from the earliest period onwards bears testimony, people have sought to rise above their 
cares and gain a sense of exhilaration and gaiety through intoxicants.”1  In other words, 
the bottle can be a kind of idol. 
 Oh, you’re not drunk!  You’re not addicted!  Okay.  But do you ever use alcohol 
to self-medicate?  Do you need a beer at the end of every day to unwind?  These are x-ray 
questions to see what’s going on inside of you.  Beware of going to wine when you’re 
sad.  I would also say the same thing about going to the freezer to get ice cream, but wine 
is even more dangerous. 
 Here are some other considerations wisdom calls for when it comes to alcohol: 
 

(1) Money.  Again, there can be no hard-and-fast rules here on how much you can 
spend – if it’s ever right or ever wrong to buy an expensive glass of wine and a steak 
while millions are starving in China.  But wisdom calls for weighing these things.  Is it 
the best use of your money to drink alcohol frequently?  It’s pretty expensive stuff, you 
know and it adds up.  Again, I’d ask the same questions about pop and coffee.  I’m just 
asking questions, but I know that usually ordering water at restaurants and not having 
beverages on our grocery list is a significant part of a lifestyle that makes it possible for 
us to actually live and do ministry in this city… and still have money left over for giving 
to the church and to missionaries.  Sure, a beer and a baseball game is a good thing that 
can be enjoyed to the glory of God, but seven bucks a cup adds up and I know I enjoyed 
the last Cubs game I went to more than the guy who dropped $50 on drinks and was 
sitting in the hallway crying because he couldn’t make it to the bathroom in time and wet 
his pants.  I’m serious.  I saw that.  I’m just saying we need to make wise choices when it 
comes to how we spend our money and many people don’t think about how much alcohol 
costs. 
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(2) Vows.  We do see places in Scripture where some people abstain from alcohol 
for special seasons to be more single-mindedly focused on a purpose.  A Nazirite vow is 
an example (cf. Num. 6:1ff).  Now there are certain communities that may decide that for 
the time that people are involved in this community, let’s say a learning community like a 
college or Bible school, it’s best for the community as a whole in reaching their 
objectives for those in it to abstain from alcohol.  If you’ve voluntarily joined such a 
community for a time and made such a vow, it’s extremely important that you keep it.  A 
righteous man is one “who keeps his oath even when it hurts” (Ps. 15:4). 

(3) Similarly related, are laws.  Romans 13 says that Christians should “submit to 
the governing authorities.”  Sure, there are times for civil disobedience, but if our country 
has determined that alcohol consumption is best reserved for those over 21, we should 
submit to that. 
 (4) Health.  What if you’re pregnant?  The literature is ambiguous, but why risk 
it?  What if everyone in your family was an alcoholic?  It may not be wise to take up 
drinking; you may have a genetic predisposition to that disease?  What if you have a liver 
condition?  Conversely, however, there may be legitimate health reason for alcohol 
consumption. 
 (5) Weaker brothers.  Wisdom calls for assessing one’s surroundings and acting 
not out of selfishness, but love.  There are many Christians whose consciences have been 
misguided and still have an alcohol phobia.  Paul says, “All food is clean, but it is wrong 
for a man to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble.  It is better not to eat meat 
or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall” (Rom. 14:20-21).  
This verse could also apply to people you know who have struggled with alcohol or been 
abused by alcoholics in their past.  A quick word on the weaker brother argument: if 
someone uses that to tyrannize other people and try to curtail their freedom that’s 
different.  Calvin once said something like – “For a weaker brother I will gladly give up 
my freedoms; for a Pharisee never.”  Use wisdom there. 
 (6) Evangelism.  Alcohol consumption has to be weighed wisely around fellow 
believers, but also around unbelievers.  There are, I believe, times when imbibing would 
be best for the sake of the gospel – making people feel comfortable, destroying 
stereotypes, being culturally sensitive, getting into a culture and meeting people where 
they are, etc…  But I also want to say that it’s a lie to think that you always have to drink 
to connect.  Sometimes not drinking would be the best way to behave in certain situations 
and would help your witness to the gospel.  Again: wisdom. 
 (7) Image.  Here’s my biggest concern.  If you’ve zoned out on everything else 
I’ve been saying or disagree with one of my points and have written me off, please listen 
to what I’m about to say because it’s heavy on my heart.  I think there is a backlash 
among many Christians today who were raised on teetotalism and have come to rebel 
against the legalistic-leaning rules and realize that the Bible never actually condemns 
drinking, just drunkenness to start drinking just because they think it’s cool.  They’ve 
watched the world longingly on TV, movies, and billboards for so long and perhaps they 
went to a Christian college where they took a vow of abstinence and now they’re out in 
the real world, enlightened, and away from parents and they’re joining the beer of the 
week club and hitting up bars and learning how to make mixed drinks NOT because 
they’re worshipping God or trying to best connect with non-believers to share the gospel 
or trying to lower their cholesterol but because they’ve imbibed the culture’s definition of 



6 

what ‘cool’ is.  What a twisted, twisted motivation!  Please, please guard your hearts 
against this.  Drink because you like how it tastes, not because you like the image of you 
it projects.  “We can go to hip bars now and know the names of all kinds of drinks that 
make me sound refined or with it and sit around and make fun of fundamentalists…”  
You’re not cool; you’re a fool. 
 We need to have wisdom when it comes to alcohol.  Wisdom to drink responsibly, 
not restrict drinking.  For Christians, drinking to the point of drunkenness is 
unquestionably off limits.  “How do you define drunkenness, cause I’m just buzzed.”  
Well here’s a good gauge – have you in any way begun to lose control: of your body, of 
your speech, of your emotions, of your behavior?  “Do not get drunk on wine, which 
leads to debauchery.  Instead, be filled with the Spirit.” 
 
Wine and Spirits the Holy Spirit 

 Here Paul juxtaposes alcohol with the Holy Spirit.  There are surface similarities 
between the two.  The apostles when they received the Spirit at Pentecost were confused 
by some as being drunk (Acts 2:13).  Peter had to rationally point out that it was 9:00 in 
the morning (Acts 2:15).  Drunk drivers are charged with DUIs – driving under the 
influence… of alcohol.  Paul calls instead for living under the influence of the Holy 
Spirit. 
 But the similarities pretty much end there.  Alcohol causes one to lose control.  
Galatians 5 says that the result of the Holy Spirit’s influence in one’s life is ‘self-control’ 
(Gal. 5:23).  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones the great physician turned preacher in London wrote 
that “wine – alcohol – …pharmacologically speaking is not a stimulant; it is a depressant.  
Take up any book on pharmacology and look up ‘alcohol’, and you will find, always, that 
it is classified among the depressants.  It is not a stimulant….  It depresses first and 
foremost the highest centres of all in the brain…  They control everything that gives a 
man self-control, wisdom, understanding, discrimination, judgment, balance, the power 
to assess everything; in other words everything that makes a man behave at his very best 
and highest….  If it were possible to put the Holy Spirit into a textbook of 
Pharmacology,” Lloyd-Jones says, “I would put him under the stimulants, for that is 
where he belongs.  He really does stimulate… He stimulates our every faculty… the 
mind and the intellect… the heart… and the will…”2 
 The Holy Spirit is the greatest stimulant.  He is the one that can make you have a 
really good time.  How?  A quick reading of this verse can make you think that you can 
either drink a lot of Chardonnay and have your stomach filled with it or you can drink a 
lot of the Holy Spirit and have your soul filled with him.  ‘Be filled with the Holy Spirit’ 
could be understood to mean that the Holy Spirit is the content that you get filled with. 

But actually, a really convincing case has been made that the preposition here is 
instrumental,3 meaning that instead of the Holy Spirit being the content that’s poured into 
you; he’s the instrument that’s used to pour.  A bowl can be filled with soup OR a bowl 
can be filled with a ladle.  ‘Be filled with the Holy Spirit’.  Maybe a more helpful 
translation would be – ‘Be filled by the Holy Spirit’.  In other words, let the Holy Spirit 
do his job to fill you. 
 Fill you with what?  Well if you just glance back through Ephesians at the times 
Paul has talked about filling you’ll see: 
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Ephesians 1:23 – Jesus is the one who “fills everything in every way.” 
 
Ephesians 3:16-19 – “I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with 
power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith.  And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have 
power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the 
love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge – that you may be filled to 
the measure of all the fullness of God.” 
 
Ephesians 4:10 – Jesus descended and then ascended “in order to fill the whole 
universe.” 
 
 The Holy Spirit is not just some supernatural elixir designed to make you feel 
giddy.  He’s the third person of the Trinity whose chief aim is to direct our attention to 
Christ, to give us faith that unites us to him, to seal our hearts (1:13), giving us a foretaste 
of heavenly intimacy with Christ, guaranteeing to us that we our God’s treasured 
possession in Christ, to open our eyes to see more and more of who we are in Christ – the 
riches, the hope, the power (1:17ff) – to grant us access to the Father through Christ 
(2:18).  He convicts us of sin and then shows us that Jesus is the only solution.  He causes 
us to be satisfied in Christ. 
 Frances Foulkes says, “The Christian knows a better way than by wine of being 
lifted above the depression and the joyless monotony of life, a better way of removing 
self-consciousness and quickening thought and word and action than by the use of 
intoxicants.  It is by being filled with the Spirit.”4  Psalm 4:7 – “You have filled my heart 
with greater joy than when their grain and new wine abound.”  There is a vivaciousness 
brought by the Holy Spirit of God when he magnifies Christ in your eyes.  Christ tastes 

great and is more filling.  Let the Holy Spirit fill you with the grace and love of Christ, 
with the joy and peace that comes with him, with a sense of awe and purpose found in 
him… 
 How?  Well, we’ll look more at that next week.  Just a preview: Don’t cut 
yourself off from the body, the community that the Spirit is building “together to become 
a dwelling in which God lives” (2:22), the place where the word is spoken, where people 
gather to sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to each other, to be in relationships of 
mutual submission that center on the Lord Jesus Christ.  Use wine to worship God by 
enjoying his world, not to worship coolness or to escape this world. 
 
The Lord’s Table 
 One of the ways wine is used to worship God is in the Lord’s Table.  Jesus told us 
to gather together and eat bread and drink wine, not to get drunk or full of food (it’s just a 
little bit), but so that we can get our fill of him.  The Holy Spirit via these elements 
nourishes our faith in Christ – his body was broken for us; his blood was poured out for 
us; our sins are removed from us and were placed on him and fully paid for.  May the 
Holy Spirit use them today to fill our souls with Christ. 
 
Benediction 
May you be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 9, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 
written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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