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

19 
Speak to one 

another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, 
20 

always 

giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
21 

Submit to one 

another out of reverence for Christ. 

 

Introduction 
 What does God require of humanity?  Perfect faith and obedience.  But we are 

imperfect, unfaithful, and disobedient.  And the Bible tells us we cannot save ourselves, 

or make ourselves better in God’s eyes.  So we must look to God and rely on him to 

graciously provide this righteousness for us.  And he has, in his crucified and risen Son, 

Jesus Christ!  That truth is at the heart of the Bible. 

 Nathan has been preaching through one of its 66 books, the letter to the 

Ephesians.  We’re in its second half.  The first half was the indicative, statements of good 

news for those who are in Christ.  That first half serves as the basis for this half, the 

imperative, the commands.  We’re going to be looking at one of those commands today.  

These commands are not here to show us what we need to do to get into favor with God.  

You and I can do nothing to quell his anger over our sin, or earn his favor.  Rather, we 

obey his commands out of gratitude that Jesus has done all that for us.  This latter half of 

Paul’s letter concerns how Christians live in light of that gospel. 

 These past few weeks, Nathan has been moving through chapter 5 in Ephesians, 

speaking at length on topics Paul brings up.  Last week, Nathan talked about getting 

drunk, unfolding what the first part of 5:18 means for us, “Do not get drunk on wine 

which leads to debauchery.”  My privilege today is basically to unfold what the last part 

of that verse means, “Instead, be filled with the Spirit.” 

 With that contrast, we begin to see that the Spirit is the means, not the contents of 

the filling.  The parallel with wine helps us see this.  Just as we can get drunk by means 

of wine, we can be filled by means of the Spirit.  He doesn’t fill us with himself, he fills 

us with…  Well, keep listening and you’ll find out.  So it’s probably better to translate 

this half of verse 18 like the NET Bible does, “Be filled by the Spirit,” as Nathan said last 

week.  Notice the passive voice of the verb, “be filled.”  We don’t fill ourselves, like we 

can when we grab a glass and drink its contents.  No, to “be filled” is to have someone 

else fill you.  The Spirit is one of the three persons of the one God.  And we are 
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commanded to let this divine person fill us.  And this verb has a continuous sense.  We 

are to keep letting him fill us. 

 What does he fill us with?  Let’s look at one of the ways Paul has used that verb 

“fill” in the previous context.  In Ephesians 3:19, Paul prayed “that you may be filled 

with all the fullness of God” (ESV).  What does “all the fullness of God” mean?  And 

how does the Holy Spirit fill me with it?  Well, follow along and you’ll hopefully begin 

to find out.   

 Now I need to point out that the Spirit doesn’t just fill me with God’s fullness, he 

fills us, together, in community, in the church.  That was something I found surprising 

about the way Paul talks about it here.  It’s different than I had first expected.  Every verb 

from verse 18 through 21 is in the plural form.  It’s not some individualistic, me-and-

God-time, where he fills me with the Spirit all alone.  It’s a deeply communal thing that 

the Spirit of God does for the church of God as we relate to one another.  So if you want 

God’s fullness, plug in to his church.  I really want you to long for that.  So please pray 

with me, because I dare not depend on myself as I preach this.  Please join me in prayer::: 

 If you want God’s fullness, plug in to his church.  In today’s text, Paul 

describes 3 things the Holy Spirit uses to fill us: 1) Speaking in spiritual songs, 2) Giving 

thanks, and 3) Submitting.  These are the 3 marks of a Spirit-filled church.  Let’s look at 

that first one. 

 

Speaking in Spiritual Songs 

 First, Paul says in verse 19 that the Spirit will fill you all as you, “Speak to one 

another with psalms, and hymns and spiritual songs” and “Sing and make music in your 

heart to the Lord.”  Have you ever experienced that filling, during sweet times of singing 

in the church?  In the original text there is only 1 command here:  “Be filled by the 

Spirit.”  And what follows are participles that modify that command.  The ESV translates 

them well, “addressing one another in psalms…singing and making melody …giving 

thanks…submitting…”   

 So the question left to us here is, how do these actions, modify the command to be 

filled?  Most commentaries I read took them as the result of the Spirit’s filling.  That’s 

why the ISV translates this, “Keep on being filled with the Spirit. Then you will recite to 

one another psalms…” etc.  I think that’s a fine translation.  If the Spirit fills you, then 

the result is that you will speak differently, be grateful, etc.  But more than that, it 

describes how the Spirit fills us.  The NRSV takes it this way, saying that The Spirit fills 

you all, “as you sing…”   

 So these actions are both the result and the means of the Spirit’s filling.  One big 

reason why I take it these two ways is that the actions are done by two different parties: 

1) Those speaking, and 2) Those being spoken to.  Paul says we must be filled “speaking 

to one another.”  The Spirit fills one person to overflow into the life of another who 

needs filling.  So the speaking that is the result of the filling for one becomes the means 

of the filling for another (and on and on it continues).  So when you feel dry, come to 

church and let the Spirit fill you.  When you see these actions happening on Sunday 

morning, in small groups, in our homes, it could be evidence of the Spirit filling us.   

 Finding this evidence is like coming home and finding a table set, with a hot, 

juicy steak on each plate and glasses filled with red wine.  It’s evidence that someone’s 

been at work.  But what is this evidence?   It’s food and drink – the means by which our 
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hunger is satisfied and our thirst is quenched.  Just so, seeing a grateful community, full 

of songs that celebrate Christ, and well-ordered under him is to see that the Spirit is at 

work.  And what an encouraging, edifying sight (and sound) that is! 

 What are we to speak to one another?  “psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.”  It’s 

like Paul is basically saying, “Be filled by speaking in all kinds of spiritual songs to one 

another.”
1
  “Psalms” tops the list because it’s the best example of this.  The Psalms are 

found in the middle of the Bible, in what we call the Old Testament.  They’re based on 

ancient Israel’s law, and display an array of situations and emotions of God’s people, 

from sorrowful lament to joyous praise.   

 And the Spirit fills us as we speak these spiritual songs to one another.  That’s 

what Paul did.  In his letter to the Romans, the most massive theological treatise in the 

Bible, guess what book he pulls most of his quotes from.  The Psalms!
2
  They are great 

repositories of truth and theology!  We don’t just find our feelings expressed in the 

Psalms, we find them tethered to God!  That’s how they help us.  God helps us make 

sense out of our emotional roller-coaster lives.  They’re inspired recordings of saints 

working out their feelings into a poetic, musical, and practical theology.  That’s the kind 

of songs we need in this church! 

 What’s the point of speaking the musical word to one another?  It’s not something 

to take the place of the written word, because otherwise we’d never get this message from 

Paul.  It’s also not something to take the place of the preached word in God’s church.  

(You can read 2 Timothy 4 to see how seriously Paul takes that.)  So then, what is the big 

deal with speaking God-centered songs to one another?  If we get truth through sermons, 

what’s the need for song-speaking?  I think the point of speaking “psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs” to one another is this: To train our speech to center on God, rather than 

self.  The Scriptural songs teach us to look to God first and then to others. 

 I work for Berghoff Catering, and a few weeks ago served at a wedding at the 

Field Museum.  As I stood in front of a Tyrannosaurus Rex skeleton, I listened to the 

wedding party give toasts to the couple.  That’s when this reality hit me.  The sister of the 

bride was going on and on about the bride, recalling memories about how, in her words, 

she had been “always” the “perfect” one.  I thought to myself, “Perfect?  Always?”  Isn’t 

that the way we do things?  We put one another on either too low, or in this case, too high 

of a pedestal.  We think it’s loving to do that.  And it seems selfless and encouraging on 

the surface, but it doesn’t work.  Making too much of others can feed their arrogance, 

train us and others to flatter, and work for many other harmful things.  I couldn’t help 

thinking, when she was talking about her sister’s perfection, that her toast sounded more 

like a confession of lifelong jealously than of appropriate admiration.  Without the 

guidance of God-centered songs, our speech can easily tend to blow things out of 

proportion, forget about God and make too much of people.  But the Psalms speak of 

things in proper proportions.  We need to be filled with songs like this!   

 Songs can be powerful because they get stuck in our heads.  That’s why 

advertisers use jingles.  Finish this line, “Give me a break. Give me a break. Break me off 

a piece of that ___ ____ ____!”  And right now you’re either thinking about a kit kat bar, 

or that episode of the Office, where Andy can’t get the words right.  Ever get a song stuck 

in your head that you can’t get out?   For me, that song, “Shoop, shoop-a-doop, shoop-a-

doop,” plagues my mind all the time!  Catchy music can let stupid or even raunchy lyrics 

infiltrate our minds.  And I find I can’t just shake it by telling myself not to think of it.  



4 

And I can’t simply try to think of something else.  I have to find a superior song to be 

filled with.  Something with edifying words, like “Oh praise the One who paid my debt, 

and raised this life up from the dead!”  Songs are powerful. 

 On Sunday mornings, we try to use them to drive God’s word home so that the 

same message you hear preached is put to music, and you leave with it ringing in your 

ears.  We try to shy away from simply emotional, feel-good songs without good, Biblical 

content.  And we try to avoid unbiblical content that puts man on too high of a pedestal, 

like the song, ‘Above All,’ whose chorus ends with, “You took the fall and thought of me 

above all!”  No.  No he didn’t.  You and I are not above all, God is!  If Jesus was thinking 

about me above all as he died, he would be an idolater, and someone else would need to 

die for his sins and ours.  Rather, we should sing songs like Vicky Beeching’s, that says, 

“Above all else, Above all else, Above all else, Give me Yourself!”  Biblical songs put 

God in his proper place.  How do they do that?  We’ll get to it.  But for now let’s move to 

Paul’s next way he gives to be filled by the Spirit. 

 

Giving Thanks 

 Another way to be filled by the Spirit is by giving thanks, “always giving thanks 

to God the Father for everything” (5:20).  As we speak to one another with God-centered 

songs, everything changes.  We begin to see everything differently, and so our attitudes 

begin to change.  The Spirit uses the truth of these sweet songs to help us “Get rid of all 

bitterness…along with every form of malice” (Eph. 4:31).  And instead of malice he 

begins working gratitude into our hearts (5:4). 

 Paul says that we should not just be grateful, he says we should be “always giving 

thanks.”  Paul’s desire for the church is extremely positive.  Compare this with what he 

had previously said about anger.  “‘In your anger do not sin’: Do not let the sun go down 

while you are still angry” (4:24).  He commends righteous anger, but says we should 

even put a stop to that after a while.  So we should not be continuously entertaining 

righteous indignation, but we should be “always giving thanks”.  We’re meant to be ever 

positive, by God’s grace. 

 That’s why we praise God, our hearts are meant to revel in the positive, in 

goodness – his.  And we won’t find our satisfaction complete until we’re able to praise 

him.
3
  And if we’re not praising God, we will end up praising something else as 

ultimately good.  I was thinking about some secular songs where this is pretty clear.  I 

was gargling to the tune of “Red Red Wine” the other day, when I realized the lyrics 

celebrate alcohol in words of worship, the words of a hymn, "I was lost but now I'm 

found [an allusion to ‘Amazing Grace’!]… just one thing makes me forget - red, red, 

wine."  Nora Jones attributes the divine attribute of eternity to her lover, singing, “you’ll 

be on my side forever…”  She’s rejoicing in a man-centered gospel!  No mere human 

could fulfill those words!  We need to know what’s really worth rejoicing in, and “always 

giving thanks” for. 

 And what does Paul say we should be thanking God for?  “Everything.”
4
  Now 

Paul is not merely being optimistic.  He is really quite realistic.  But you may object, “He 

can’t mean everything because that would include evil!”  Listen.  He knows about evil.  

Just a few verses ago, he exhorted us to redeem the time “because the days are evil” 

(5:16).  Here’s what Paul’s not doing:  He’s not oblivious to Satan and sin and sorrow 

and suffering and death.
5
  He’s not calling us to thank God for “everything,” because he’s 
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calling evil good.  He’s not sick and demented.  Starvation really is horrible.  Human 

trafficking is unjust and cruel and perverted.  And he’s not simply using a figure of 

speech.  This is not hyperbole.  Here’s what Paul is doing:  He’s showing us that a way to 

obey the command to be filled by the Spirit is, together with the church, “always giving 

thanks to God the Father for everything.”  Everything!  We’ll get to how that could be 

possible in a bit.  But for now, let’s move on to the third way to have the Spirit fill us. 

 

Submitting to Authorities 

 Paul charges us to be filled by “submitting” to authorities (5:21, ESV).  The first 

two means of grace highlight our minds and affections.  This last one might be the most 

difficult, because it mostly addresses our wills.  That may be why Paul takes such a long 

time showing how this submission fleshes out (from 5:21 all the way to 6:9).  “A LOT 

OF emotion and misunderstanding surrounds the word submit.  So try to come to this text 

as if you had never seen it before.  Try to set aside your own biases and see what Paul has 

to say on the subject of submission.”
6
 

 As I began studying this verse, I thought this submission was mutual.  That’s the 

way it sounds on the surface, with that “one another” thrown in there.  But as I dug 

deeper, I discovered that’s not the case.  I thought Paul might be talking about the kind of 

humility he mentions in Philippians 2, where he says, “Do nothing from rivalry or 

conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves” (ESV).  Although 

that is important for all believers, that particular idea goes beyond the semantic range of 

this particular verb for submission.
7
  The submission Paul’s talking about here, never 

refers to that.  Rather, it refers to being subject to authorities, “For,” Paul says elsewhere, 

“there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God” 

(Rom. 13:1, ESV). 

 “But why” you may ask, “does he say submit to ‘one another’?  The ‘one another’ 

makes it reciprocal, mutual submission, doesn’t it?”  Not necessarily.  “For example, [its 

use in] Revelation 6:4, ‘so that men should slay one another’, cannot mean that each 

killed the other at precisely the same time as he or she was killed. Likewise, Galatians 

6:2, ‘Bear one another’s burdens’, does not signify that ‘everyone should exchange 

burdens with everyone else’, but that ‘some who are more able should help bear the 

burdens of others who are less able’ (cf. also 1 Cor. 11:33; Luke 2:15; 21:1; 24:32). In 

the present context, then,” one commentator says, “given that ‘submit’ is one-directional 

in its reference to submission to authority, and that the pronoun does not always indicate 

a symmetrical relationship, it is preferable to understand the clause ‘submitting to one 

another’ to refer to submission to appropriate authorities, not mutual submission.”
8
  I 

know that’s hard to see in our translation, but the subsequent context bears this out.  Paul 

calls on wives to submit to husbands, children to parents, and so on, and not vice-versa.  

One note in the ESV Study Bible says “submitting to one another means ‘submitting to 

others according to the authority and order established by God,’ as reflected in the 

examples that Paul gives in the following verses.”
9
 

 

How does this work?  In community in Christ 

 So in summary, what this passage says is that the Spirit fills the church as we 

speak spiritual songs, give thanks, and submit to God-ordained authorities.  Now, how 

does that work?  First, this only works in the church.  This does not happen alone.  And 
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second, what you can get filled with in the church is Jesus.  When I quoted that verse 

about being filled with all the fullness of God, I left out the most important part.  In 3:19, 

Paul prays that we might “know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that [we] 

may be filled with all the fullness of God” (ESV).  The way we find fullness is by 

knowing Christ’s love.  And the place to find his love expressed is in his people, the 

church.  So if you want God’s fullness, if you want Jesus, plug in to his church. 

 Okay, so how does the Spirit fill us with Jesus as we speak God-glorifying songs 

to one another?  As I had said, the Psalms put things in their proper place.  How?  By 

showing God’s perfections in connection with the Messiah that he promised (Gen. 3:15; 2 

Sam. 7), who would be the One in whom all “the hopes and fears of all the years” would 

meet.  David, who wrote about half of the Psalms, tells us what they’re all about, with his 

last words, calling the Messiah, “the Delightful One of the songs of Israel.”
10

  In the 

Psalms, we see God’s people looking to and longing for the perfection of the coming 

Messiah, whose glory is hinted at in its types and prophecies. 

 But today, we have the mystery of Christ revealed in the Scriptures!  Jesus has 

come and ushered in everlasting righteousness for those “who take refuge in him” (Ps. 

2:12).  How much more then should our words and songs be saturated with “the 

Delightful One of the songs of Israel,” who is God’s Son, “the radiance of God’s glory” 

(Heb. 1:3), in whom, Paul says, “all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Col. 

2:9)!  That’s why Paul says this same thing in a different way in Colossians.  Instead of, 

“Be filled by the Spirit,” he says, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you [all] richly as you 

teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, and hymns and 

spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God” (Col. 3:16).  That’s how this all 

works!  Jesus Christ makes sense of it all! 

 So may our words and songs lift up the glory of God for the enjoyment and 

edification of one another.  We’re so stuck on ourselves that the only way we can move 

from self to God and others is by losing ourselves in his glory in Christ.  Back in Moline, 

IL, where Sara and I came from, there was a movie theater called “The Great Escape.”  

The idea behind these words, I assume, is to escape from the normal hum drum of life 

and lose yourself in a good movie.  Look.  We have a Great Escape, “Turn your eyes 

upon Jesus, look full in his wonderful face…”!  His story is infinitely greater than a 

movie, a story to get caught up in that entails the meaning of life, the centerpiece of 

history, the splitting of epochs, life and death, time and eternity, heaven and hell; it’s not 

simply based on a true story, it is the one, true, grand metanarrative, that all stories that 

have a glimmer of truth in, grope to convey (whether the author knows it or not).  And 

the power and beauty of God displayed in the weakness and horror of Christ crucified is a 

paradox that boggles the strongest of minds.  Lose yourself in this glory.  Get caught up 

in him.  This will be the best thing for your soul and your neighbor.  This is the first way 

Paul gives for how to be a church, filled by the Spirit: Speaking in Christ-exalting songs. 

 So how can we rightly thank God for everything?  A look at the context will help 

us understand how this could be.  In chapter one, verses 11-12, Paul had said, that "In 

[Jesus] we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who 

works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who 

were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory."  We can thank God 

for everything, because he is working out “everything in conformity with the purpose of 

his will.”  So even the most horrendous evils in our world are not ultimately meaningless.  
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That’s something we can thank God for.  God has a perfect plan to take even the worst of 

atrocities and make them serve the best of ends. 

So “Judge not the Lord by feeble sense 

But trust Him for His Grace 

Behind a frowning providence 

He hides a smiling face 

His Purposes will ripen fast 

Unfolding ev'ry hour 

The bud may have a bitter taste 

But sweet will be the flow'r”
11

 

 This is the way we understand the story of Joseph, being sold into slavery, in the 

book of Genesis.  After years of suffering, he told his brothers, who sold him, “You 

intended to harm me, but God intended it for good…”  Wait.  Did you hear what he just 

said?  How does someone who’s been sold into slavery, a victim of human trafficking 

have the faith to say that God intended his slavery for good?!  Listen to what he says, 

“You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being 

done, the saving of many lives” (Gen. 50:20).  That story points to something even 

greater.  Ultimately, Paul was able to commend this universally grateful worldview 

because he saw that the ultimate harm done on the cross to the true Joseph, Jesus Christ, 

God intended “for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many 

lives.”  This is why he doesn’t just say, “be thankful for everything.”  He says we should 

be filled, “giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.”  We can only give thanks to the Father for everything, by seeing that Jesus’ 

atoning sacrifice has so affected the sovereign Father, that he is now completely on the 

side of those who trust “in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,” now working all things 

[Everything!] for our good, even when those things include facing “death all day long” 

(Rom. 8:28, 36).  So we can thank God for everything because of Jesus.  Jesus makes all 

the difference!  And only those who are joined to him can really rightly thank God for 

everything. 

 The Spirit fills us with him through the Word in song, which enables us to both 

thank God for everything, and submit to authorities.  Paul shows us what motivates this 

submission, the fear of Christ.  We’re to submit to authorities, he says, “out of reverence 

for Christ,” out of reverence for how awesome he must be who said, “All authority in 

heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Mt. 28:19).   

 Submission is hard.  People are flawed and sinful, so they won’t wield their power 

appropriately all the time.  It can be really easy to buck against their will, and get caught 

up in their bad use of authority.  That’s why Paul directs our gaze away from our will and 

even theirs to Christ, the ultimate authority, whose will is that we submit.  Get caught up 

in him.  He makes it possible to submit to the imperfect authorities he calls you to obey.  

But don’t wait until your heart is full of him to submit, do the opposite.  Submit to the 

authorities he places over you as means to having the Spirit fill you with more of him!  

Jesus knows submission!  So when you submit, you know what he knows.  He submitted 

to his Father’s will, who wanted him to do the impossible task of redeeming from sinful 

humanity a people to declare his praises, a task that would cost him his most precious 

life.  
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Communion 

 On the night when Jesus was about to be betrayed into the hands of sinful men, he 

struggled with the prospect of submitting to the will of the authority in his life.  He told 

his disciples, “‘My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with 

me.’  And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, ‘My Father, if it be 

possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.’” (Mt. 

26:38-39, ESV).  The prophet Isaiah tells us why the Father’s will made him so very 

grave.  He says, “it was the will of the LORD to crush him” (53:10a, ESV).  Yet Jesus 

resolved to submit.  And we’re so glad he did, because “Surely he has borne our griefs 

and carried our sorrows…he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our 

iniquities…” (Isa. 53:4, 5, ESV). 

 Every Sunday morning we commemorate that.  We remember that God became 

the man Christ Jesus.  His body was broken, and his blood poured out for the remission 

of sins.  We remember this with the Lord’s Supper, communion.  If you don’t yet trust 

Jesus as your Master and Savior, I urge you: Turn to him today.  But if you need more 

time to think this through, please do that.  Please come and talk with me or any of the 

members here if you want.  We love that you’re here and want to serve you.  But do not 

come to this table until you believe that Jesus died for your sins to bring you to God.  

And for those of you who do cherish Christ as your all in all, please come and take these 

powerful symbols into yourself, and let the Spirit feed you with Christ’s flesh and blood.  

(The wine is in the brass tray, grape juice is in silver-colored one.) 
 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Adam Smith on Sunday morning, August 16, 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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