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Pentecost | The Holy Spirit: Sober Intoxication | Acts 2:1-13 

 
Holy Spirit, you are the Lord, the Giver of Life.  Come like a fire and consume us.  Come 
like a flood and drown us.  Come like a mighty wind and propel us wherever you 
would lead us.  Come, Holy Spirit, speak to us and make your home among us, for 
ask it in the name of Jesus.  Amen. 
 
“They have had too much wine” (v. 13). 
 
That was the judgement of the onlookers that first Pentecost morning after the 
Spirit fell upon the believers like wildfire, propelling them out into the busy street.  
 
“They’re drunk.” 
“They’ve had a skin-full.” 
“They’re half-cut.” 
 
A few minutes before, Jesus’ disciples were huddled together behind locked 
doors for fear of the Jewish authorities.  Now, they’re speaking in other languages, 
telling anyone who’ll listen about the wonders God has done in and through Jesus. 
 
“What does this mean?” the crowd asks.  “What’s going on here?” 
 
There’s such a blur of different languages being spoken that to the man and 
woman on the street, it sounds like incomprehensible nonsense.  They’re acting so 
strangely, so different, so out of character, the assumption is, they must be wasted. 
 
What’s more (and I love this little detail), they not only mock the Christians by 
claiming that they’re drunk at 9 o’clock in the morning, but that they’re lightweights.  
They’ve gone and got themselves plastered on gleukos—on the cheap stuff, on 
new, sweet grape juice that hasn’t yet had the time it needs to ferment.  It’s the 
First-Century Palestinian equivalent of saying you’ve had too much shandy. 
 
“They’re drunk on cheap wine.” 
 
Isn’t it interesting that the closest thing the people in the crowd could think of to 
describe what they saw in these Spirit-filled Christians that first Pentecost morning 
was drunkenness?  That’s what it looked like to them.  They were totally inebriated. 
 
What do you think the chances are of anyone looking at us, both as individual 
believers and as a church community, and saying the same thing? 
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As Tom Wright says, “Some Christians have been so concerned to keep up safe 
appearances and to make sure they are looking like ordinary, normal people that 
they would never, under any circumstances, have been accused of being drunk, 
at nine o’clock in the morning or any other time.”   
 
He goes on to ask the provocative, but really rather important question this story 
from Acts 2 begs us to consider: “Have our churches today got enough energy, 
enough spirit-driven new life, to make onlookers pass any comment at all?  Has 
anything happened which might make people think we were drunk?  If not, is it 
because the spirit is simply at work in other ways, or because we have so 
successfully quenched the spirit that there is actually nothing happening at all?” 
 
The reading we’ve heard today implies that Church should look like a booze-up in 
a brewery.  The Spirit of the living God, the Spirit who brooded with vivifying intent 
over the primordial waters of creation, the Spirit who raised Jesus Christ’s cold-
dead body from the grave, is available to Christians on tap and free of charge.   
 
Why is it, then, that we’re sat at the bar drinking orange juice?  Why is it that Jesus 
was so often accused of being a drunkard, yet people often see us Christians as 
stiff, boring, lifeless killjoys?  Jesus is the life of the party!  Why is it that people 
don’t see that in us? 
 
Part of the reason, I suspect, lies with pastors like me.  After all, to many people’s 
eyes, we are the ones who have been called to organise the party.  That’s not to 
say that the Holy Spirit is ours to give.  Not at all.  The Spirit is Lord.  Free.  
Untameable.  But the question this passage makes me ask myself is this: Am I 
helping to lead the proverbial horses to the water?  And even more important than 
that, am I drinking freely of the Spirit myself?  Am I living the Spirit-filled life? 
 
You see, it’s not just the mystified onlookers at Pentecost who compare the Spirit-
filled life to drunkenness.  The apostle Paul does it too in Ephesians 5:18-21.  He 
says, “Do not get drunk on wine… Instead, be filled with the Spirit.”   Francis Chan 
explains, “When your body is filled with alcohol, it affects everything.  In the same 
way, when we are filled with the Spirit, we can’t do anything without His influence.  
We open our mouths and God comes out because we are filled with Him.” 
 
Simon Ponsonby makes a similar point when he says, “The parallel … between 
being filled with the Spirit and drunk on wine does not so much concern the 
phenomena (staggering, falling, being speech-affected), but relates to 
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‘possession’.  Rather than be possessed, under the influence of alcohol, the 
believer should be possessed, under the influence of, and filled with God’s Spirit.” 
 
It’s a question of control.  Who or what is controlling you?   
 
The NIV translation of Judges 6:34 says, “The Spirit of the Lord came on Gideon.”  
Literally, however, the Hebrew says, “The Spirit of the Lord clothed Himself with 
Gideon.”  That is to say, the Holy Spirit wore Gideon like a glove.  It’s not so much 
that Gideon put the Spirit on, but that the Spirit put Gideon on.  The point is this: it 
was the Spirit, not Gideon, in control.  Gideon was, literally, a man possessed. 
 
The Spirit is not the Christian’s possession, but He who possesses the Christian. 
 
Once, a group of ministers were talking about inviting Dwight L. Moody for an 
evangelistic tour of the country.  One of them asked: “Why must it be Moody?  Does 
D. L. Moody have a monopoly on the Holy Spirit?”  Quietly one of the other ministers 
replied: “No, but it’s evident that the Holy Spirit has a monopoly on D. L. Moody.” 
 
That’s what it means to be Spirit-filled.  But does the Spirit have a monopoly on us 
as individuals, and on us as a church?  Does the Spirit wear us like a glove? 
 
Perhaps, then, another reason that so many churches and so many Christians look 
stone-cold sober is because we’re not willing to relinquish control.  We’re still 
desperately trying to cling onto the illusion that we are masters of our own destiny.  
We quench the Spirit, not deliberately per se, but because we’re afraid.  Because 
we rather like being in control.  Or at least, acting like we are. 
 
“The Lord is the Spirit,” Paul says.  If He’s Lord, that means He won’t tolerate rivals.  
If He’s Lord, that means He calls the shots.  If He’s Lord, that means we can’t be.   
 
Control.  That’s what the Spirit-filled life is ultimately all about.  Control. 
 
Spirit-filled people, Spirit-filled churches, are those that submit to living lives out 
of their own control.  That’s what the puzzled onlookers saw that first Pentecost 
morning: people whose lives were being lived under the influence of God’s Spirit.   
 
“They have had too much wine,” they say. 
 
Too much. 
 
The Greek verb is mestoō.  It means to be filled full.  Think, “my cup overflows.” 
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This isn’t an itty-bitty sample.  This isn’t the kind of quick sip you get at Communion.  
No.  This is the enthusiastic sommelier who fills your glass till it spills out onto the 
pristine white tablecloth. 
 
The onlookers didn’t see the Christians that first Pentecost morning and say, “They 
look a bit tipsy—a little silly, a little chatty, a little excitable.”   
 
No.  They said they looked like they were filled full. 
 
Badgered.  Blotto.  Drunk as a lord. 
 
Yet, Peter goes on to explain, they weren’t drunk as a lord, but drunk on the Lord. 
 
At His ascension, Jesus promised His disciples that in a few days they would be 
baptised with the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:5).  Ten days later, this happened.  This was it. 
 
Just as John plunged people in the waters of the River Jordan, so Jesus says, they 
would be plunged in the waters of the Holy Spirit.  That’s what the word baptism 
means.  To be immersed.  Submerged.  Flooded.  Drenched.  Soaked to the bone.  
In over your head.  Drowned. 
 
The Jesus who pours out His Spirit on the Church is the same Jesus who, for His 
first public miracle at the wedding feast in Cana of Galilee, turned some 120-180 
gallons of water into wine (roughly equivalent to about 1,000 bottles)! 
 
God doesn’t give short measures.  He fills our cup until it overflows.  If we’re not 
drunk, it’s not because the tap’s run dry.  It’s because we’re not drinking from it.   
 
So, where are we on the spectrum of spiritual intoxication?  Are we straight as a 
die sober, never touched a drop in our life?  Are we a little bit tipsy, but to all intents 
and purposes still pretty much in control of our faculties?  Or are we filled full? 
 
The fact is that there are no spiritual teetotallers in the Kingdom of God.  Being 
filled with the Holy Spirit isn’t an optional-extra for the Church’s charismatic 
weirdos.  No.  Rather, as Paul says rather bluntly in Romans 8, “If anyone does not 
have the Spirit of Christ, they do not belong to Christ … For those who are led by 
the Spirit of God are the children of God” (vv. 9, 14).   
 



 
 

THE SUNDAY SERVICE 
 

Steve Harvey   |   31 May 2020 5 

The word Christian means someone who belongs to Christ (the word Christ itself 
meaning, God’s Anointed).  Therefore, to be a Christian is to be anointed with the 
anointing of the Anointed One.   
 
Jesus promises to baptise us with the Holy Spirit.  He calls us into the deep waters.  
But so often, we content ourselves with a quick splash in the paddling pool instead. 
 
C. S. Lewis says it best (as he often does): “It would seem that Our Lord finds our 
desires not too strong, but too weak.  We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about 
with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child 
who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what 
is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea.  We are far too easily pleased.” 
 
Let’s settle for nothing less than what Father Raniero Cantalamessa, Preacher to 
the Papal Household, calls the sober intoxication of the Spirit.  It’s a sober 
intoxication because it’s humble, earthed, grounded in the recognition that 
everything is gift.  It’s an intoxication, not because it poisons us as might drugs or 
alcohol, but because it lifts us up out of ourselves and the meagre resources of 
our own reason, and into the unsearchable light of God. 
 
It’s for this reason that many Christians choose to abstain from alcohol altogether.  
Not because they’re against having a good time.  On the contrary, in fact.  Because 
they know that the very best time is to be had at the bottom of the bottle, but 
through the sober intoxication of the Spirit.   
 
The early Methodist movement is a great example of what the sober intoxication 
of the Spirit looks like.  They were often mocked and criticised for being 
‘enthusiasts’, by which their detractors (many of whom, sadly, were clergy) meant 
to say they were mad, fanatical, over-zealous Jesus-freaks.  What I find interesting, 
though, is that the word ‘enthusiast’ comes from the Greek meaning ‘filled with 
God’.  Now, that’s a badge of dishonour I want to wear!  I long not only for me, but 
for all the Lord’s people, that we might give others reason to accuse of enthusiasm! 
  
We see the intoxication bit very clearly in Acts 2, but for the sober part of the 
intoxication we have to go back to Acts 1.  You see, Jesus had promised His 
disciples that He would send the Holy Spirit upon them, but they couldn’t fill 
themselves.  They had to wait.  The Spirit is God’s gift.  We can’t earn it.  We can’t 
twist God’s arm for it.  All we can do is hold out empty hands before God in prayer 
and ask Him to fill them.  And that’s exactly what we see the disciples doing.   
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The intoxication of the Spirit is God’s part.  Being sober, making ourselves empty 
and ready to receive Him, is ours.  God fills as God wills.  We ask, then we wait. 
 
Who is this filling full for?  As Peter goes on to explain in his sermon as the day of 
Pentecost unfolds, it’s for everyone—men and women, young and old.  “Repent 
and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 
of sins,” Peter says.  “And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (v. 38). 
 
The Spirit-filled life isn’t for an elite few super-Christians.  It’s for all who put their 
trust in Jesus.  All.  As John Wimber famously used to say, with the Holy Spirit, 
“everyone gets to play.”  You don’t need to wear a dog collar, or sing in the music 
group, or be a missionary in Peru.  Everyone gets to play. 
 
Yet, the Holy Spirit isn’t a toy.   The Holy Spirit is God living inside us.  Cantalamessa 
writes, “God gives the Holy Spirit only to those who look like Jesus and only in 
order that they might become more like Jesus.”   
 
The sobriety of this intoxication is the willingness to be fools for the sake of Christ, 
as Christ was a fool for His Father’s sake.  It is to venture out into the street from 
behind locked doors and be known as Jesus-people.  To stand up and be counted 
for Christ—even if that leads us into mockery, insults, humiliations and hardships. 
 
The filling of the Holy Spirit isn’t merely for own personal benefit and enjoyment.  
Rather, Jesus pours out the Holy Spirit to empower us for mission, to equip and 
enable us to be the witnesses to His risen life that He calls us as the Church to be.  
The Spirit falls on the first disciples, and what happens?  They recruit 3,000 more!   
 
When you’re filled with the fullness, you pass ‘round the bottle.  You live, as Christ 
did, for the sake of others—thinking, speaking and acting in ways that give bright, 
bold, colourful testimony to the God whose Spirit controls and possesses you.  In 
your spiritual drunkenness, you become a kind of walking, everyday-supernatural 
advert for Jesus.  Jesus simply pours out of you.  You can’t help it. 
 
So, let me ask you this: Are you up for living a life that makes onlookers question 
who or what is controlling you?  Are you up for being filled so full of God’s Holy 
Spirit that it pours out of everything you say and do?  Are you up for being part of 
God’s great mission, sharing the good news of all He’s done in and through Jesus 
with family, friends, neighbours, colleagues and even total strangers?   
 
If you are, then let me encourage you to return to the place that sobers all of us— 
to the foot of the cross, to that place of clear-eyed humility, unmasked weakness, 
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and complete dependence on God.  Come before Him as an empty vessel, waiting 
and needing to be filled.  For, as Dwight L. Moody (who I mentioned earlier) once 
said, “God sends no one away empty, except those who are full of themselves.” 
 
Come to Jesus thirsty, keep coming to Jesus thirsty, and He will give you His Spirit 
to drink in abundance.  He will make our cup brim with blessing, and make us a 
blessing to other.  He will make enthusiasts of even the sourest grape.  Let’s not 
be satisfied with a sip, when there’s an ocean waiting to flood us.  Let’s raise our 
glasses and drink up.  How often will you hear those words in a sermon?  Amen.   
 
 
 


