
How English NT Translations Determine What We Believe
(Information is taken from an article by Douglas Petrovich) 1

“Be filled with the Spirit”2 is an expression that Evangelicals, Charismatics and Pentecostals are totally
familiar with. However, did you know that English translation is very debatable? We wouldn’t consider
any alternative meaning than being filled with Holy Spirit, because of the pulpit teaching we’ve received.

Let’s check to see if what we believe is non-negotiable.

Starting of with an English translation survey of 61 different Bibles:3

1. “with the Spirit” – the majority state this
2. “with the Holy Ghost/Spirit” – WYC, AMP, AMPC, VOICE, NLV, NLT, NIRV, TLB, DRA
3. “with the spirit” – NTE
4. “in the Spirit” – YLT
5. “by the Spirit” – CSB, HCSB, LEB, NET
6. “let the Spirit stimulate your souls” – PHILLIPS
7. “let the Spirit fill your life” – CEV

From that survey we can see that “with the Spirit” or “with the Holy Ghost/Spirit” is not the only way to
translate the phrase. 

If we meditate on the 7 options above, we can see that there are a variety of very different meanings
which mean different doctrines can be produced. That means the doctrine of being filled with the Spirit
(which includes Baptism in the Spirit) is not an absolute teaching in the NT when it uses this verse as the
basis. 

What does that mean?

The publisher’s introduction to Petrovich’s article states:

“The anarthrous construction "en pneumati" in Ephesians 5:18 presents an interesting dilemma for
one seeking to interpret this prepositional phrase correctly in its context. Many have taken it to be
"with the Spirit", signifying that the reader is commanded to be filled with the Holy Spirit of God, as
the content of the filling. Others have taken the phrase as "by the Spirit", signifying that the reader is
commanded to be filled with something (i.e. whatever the context would demand) by means of the Holy
Spirit.  Still  fewer  have  interpreted  the  phrase  to  mean  "in  spirit",  signifying  that  the  author  is
instructing the reader to be filled (with whatever) in the realm of the spirit, as opposed to being filled
in the realm of the flesh (i.e. by wine, to the point of drunkenness, which is dissipation). The present
study is an attempt to solve this interpretive dilemma by thoroughly examining the many uses of the
phrase in the LXX, the GNT, and most importantly in the book of Ephesians.”

That means  there are 3 really tenable meanings of the expression, and that being “filled with the Holy
Spirit” is not necessarily what Paul was directing his readers to do.

The problems with πληροῦσθε ἐν πνεύματι revolve around a number of issues.

Firstly,  there  are  many  meanings  for  ἐν  –  This  preposition  has  a  very  wide  range  of  translations,

1 – Douglas Petrovich (1996) “The Meaning of "en pneumati" in Ephesians 5:18”
      www.academia.edu/1049010/_1996_The_Meaning_of_en_pneumati_in_Ephesians_5_18_Masters_Seminary_NT_Department_ 
2 – Ephesians 5:18
3 – Bible Gateweay’s ‘Other Translations’ list for Ephesians 5:18    www.biblegateway.com/verse/en/Ephesians%205:18 
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especially in Koine Greek4. It can mean ‘in’, ‘on’, ‘at’, ‘by’, ‘with’ or ‘among’. As the root meaning of it
is ‘within’, ‘with’ is the most commonly accepted translation of it, but it may not have been what Paul
was wanting to convey to his readers.

Secondly, πνεύματι is not necessarily referring to Holy Spirit – The root word pneuma can refer to the
wind, the human spirit, spiritual beings or the Spirit of God. It has been suggested5 by some that more
than 250 uses of the term refer to Holy Spirit. Of the 91 NT uses of pneumati (a different form of the
word), 60 are referring to Holy Spirit.  Pneuma is used 40 times when referring to the human spirit. In
fact,  pneumati can just as easily refer to the human spirit as to Holy Spirit,6 but this is usually solved
within the context of the word’s use.

Thirdly, there’s no definite article7 in the expression – The absence of an article between the preposition
and  pneumati means that extra confusion is added to the task of finding the meaning.

Petrovich is unbiased in which of the 3 meanings of the phrase he prefers from his theological mindset, so
he concludes his exhaustive 51-page neutral study by stating:

“Therefore, it must be concluded that the “Spirit-filled” view cannot be maintained as an acceptable
interpretation  in  Ephesians  5:18,  as  the  weaknesses  of  the  view seem insurmountable.  As  for  the
instrumental  view,”  this  remains  a  viable  option,  though  its  three  greatest  weaknesses  are  the
awkwardness of the contrast between wine and the Holy Spirit, the absence of the definite article, and
the difficulty of reconciling the participles with the command to be filled. 
This leaves the “human spirit” view as the best option, slightly outweighing the “instrumental view”
and best fitting the immediate and overall context in which the phrase is found. However, since the
evidence does not allow conclusiveness on this matter, the “instrumental view” cannot be ruled out as
a distinct possibility. Enough support for this view exists to consider it a close second to the “human
spirit” view.” 8

Conclusion
Translating NT Greek into English can lead us to believe the wrong thing (error). We have no idea of
what the original writers wanted readers to know from their writings, even when the translations are done
by pre-eminent translators. 

The outcome of that is as follows:
1. Hold lightly what you read in the Bible
2. Allow Holy Spirit to teach you all truth
3. Spiritual experiences cement what Holy Spirit teaches 

~:~:~:~:~:~:~

IMPORTANT
The purpose of this study is not to discredit the Baptism in the Spirit. Our personal spiritual experience of
being filled with the Spirit declares to us that it’s a reality – even if the choice of title is inaccurate in
describing the phenomenon. Being filled with the Spirit (or full of the Spirit) appears 10 times9 in the NT
under the New Covenant, so it is something genuine that believers should experience. As an example,
4 – The version of Greek the NT was written by Jews.
5 – E. Kamlah, J. Dunn, and Colin Brown (ed.), “Spirit, Holy Spirit,” vol. 3, ‘The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology’  
      (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1986), p:689
6 – Kendall H. Easley (1984) “The Pauline Usage of Pneumati as a Reference to the Spirit of God,” JETS 27/3: 302. 
7 – An article is a word that typically identifies a part of a speech as a noun (or noun equivalent) without describing it. A definite article is an 
     article that indicates that a noun refers to a specific thing or to something that has been identified previously.
     www.thesaurus.com/e/grammar/definite-articles
8 – Douglas Petrovich (1996) “The Meaning of "en pneumati" in Ephesians 5:18”   p:51
      www.academia.edu/1049010/_1996_The_Meaning_of_en_pneumati_in_Ephesians_5_18_Masters_Seminary_NT_Department_ 
9 – According to the NKJV
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those whom Paul brought into the Kingdom immediately spoke in tongues and were able to prophesy.
This should be the experience of every new believer, whether the experience is called “being baptised in
the Spirit” or something else. The fact is, it’s real and permanent, and is available to everyone to enter
into.

The study does unearth 4 additional things:
(1) Our English translations are not always to be trusted to reveal what the author in the Bible intended.
(2) Our English translations are the source of division between believers.
(3) Theological exegesis and Bible study is not the source of ALL the genuine spiritual knowledge we
need to know to be able to live as sons the way Father wants us to.
(4) Spiritual experiences which are discerned in the spirit and checked by mature community members
are the source of reality.
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