
John MacNeil’s “The Spirit-Filled Life”

Restoring a Biblical Understanding and Experience of the Holy Spirit opens with a strong emphasis on 
the necessity and privilege of being filled with the Holy Spirit for every believer and the church at 
large. Andrew Murray and H. B. Macartney Jr. introduced the work, underscoring that Christianity is 
fundamentally a ministry and life empowered by the Spirit. They highlight the common neglect of this 
truth in teaching and experience, and urge readers—especially ministers—to seek and pray earnestly 
for the Spirit’s fullness. The introduction sets a tone of urgency and hope for restoration of biblical 
teaching on Spirit-filling.

Author’s Purpose and Audience

MacNeil writes primarily for “spiritual babes,” those new or immature in the faith, aiming to present 
the fullness of the Spirit as the birthright of every believer, not an optional or mystical privilege 
reserved for a few. He notes a widespread condition where many Christians live “on the wrong side of 
Pentecost,” unaware of the Spirit’s fullness as an ongoing reality. He seeks to awaken believers to this 
blessing, calling them to live “on this side of Pentecost” by receiving their inheritance in Christ.

Prejudice and Openness to Truth

MacNeil warns against prejudice—the refusal to receive new truths about the Spirit simply because 
they are unfamiliar, absent from church standards, or not taught by favorite authors. He urges readers to 
dislodge such barriers to experience the spiritual riches God offers.

The Birthright and Command to Be Filled with the Spirit

Many believers experience spiritual lack—defeat instead of victory, hunger instead of satisfaction, 
unrest instead of peace. The fullness of the Spirit is not merely a privilege but a birthright of every 
believer by virtue of new birth - (Acts 2:38-39).

To neglect this birthright is likened to Esau despising his inheritance—an irreversible loss.
Being filled with the Spirit is a command to be obeyed (Ephesians 5:18), just as much as the command 
not to get drunk. Failure to obey this command is sin. The Spirit-filled life is contrasted with a life lived 
“in the flesh” or on the “wrong side of Pentecost.”

Distinction Between New Birth and Spirit-Filling

Having the Spirit (new birth) and being filled with the Spirit are distinct experiences.
Biblical examples (the apostles, Samaritans, Saul/Paul, Ephesians) show believers who are saved yet 
not filled until a later time—sometimes days, weeks, or years later. This confirms that the fullness is a 
subsequent blessing, not automatically received at conversion. This fullness is necessary for 
overflowing Christian service and fruitfulness.

Unclaimed Spiritual Riches

MacNeil compares the Spirit’s fullness to vast unclaimed deposits in a bank. Many Christians live in 
spiritual poverty, unaware of the riches available through the Spirit. Believers are responsible to claim 
and use this inheritance before the “reckoning day” - (Matthew 25:19).



Universality of the Need for Spirit-Filling

The fullness is not just for “special” Christians but for all believers regardless of occupation or status.
Biblical accounts show entire groups receiving the Spirit - (Acts 2:4; 8:17; 10:47; 19:6), underscoring 
the inclusive nature of this blessing. Refusal or neglect to receive the fullness results in loss for the 
individual, the church, the world, and Christ’s glory.

Spirit-Filling Prevents Backsliding

Early Christians sought to fill new converts with the Spirit immediately to equip them for victorious 
Christian living. Modern neglect of this practice contributes to widespread backsliding and 
disillusionment in the church. The author challenges churches and ministers to restore the apostolic 
method of early Spirit-filling.

Timing of Spirit-Filling

Spirit-filling may occur simultaneously with conversion or later; there is no fixed waiting period 
required. Biblical examples vary from immediate filling (Cornelius) to years later (apostles).
The believer’s responsibility is to seek and receive without delay.

Other Biblical Terms for Spirit-Filling

Baptized with the Spirit: One-time event marking initiation into Spirit-filled service; not to be confused 
with new birth baptism; not repeatable - Acts 1:5; Acts 2:4; Luke 3:16

Filled with the Spirit: Can be repeated many times; ongoing filling for daily life and service - Acts 4:8, 
31; Ephesians 5:18

Rivers of Living Water: The overflowing life and ministry that results from being filled with the Spirit - 
John 7:38-39

Sealed with the Spirit: Spirit’s indwelling as a guarantee of inheritance; connected with receiving and 
filling - Ephesians 1:13; 2 Corinthians 1:22

Spirit-Filling as a Gift to Be Received by Faith

The Spirit is a free gift from the Father to those who ask - (Luke 11:13).
Receiving is an active, deliberate act on the believer’s part - (Acts 8:17; Galatians 3:14).
Many believers fail to receive despite God’s continuous desire to give.

Prerequisites for Receiving the Fullness: Motives, Cleansing, and Consecration

Motives must be purely for God’s glory, not self-interest.
Cleansing: The heart must be emptied of sin and defilement before the Spirit can fill it - (Acts 15:8-9). 
Forgiveness is not the same as cleansing from unrighteousness - (1 John 1:7-9).
Cleansing is a crisis (moment) not a gradual process, though it leads to ongoing sanctification.
Consecration or sanctification means to be set apart for God, involving total surrender and transference 
of ownership - (Romans 12:1; 1 Corinthians 6:19-20).
Consecration must follow cleansing and is itself a definitive act of faith.



Claiming the Fullness by Faith

Claiming is a confident, faith-based acceptance of what God has promised and already made available 
to believers. Unlike asking (which requests a favor), claiming asserts possession based on God’s 
promises - (Galatians 3:13-14). Believers are commanded to “be filled” (Ephesians 5:18), meaning “let 
yourself be filled.” A model prayer for claiming is offered, emphasizing faith, gratitude, and 
expectancy. Waiting and prayer are important, but unbelief is the primary hindrance to receiving.
The fullness can be received instantly by faith, just as salvation is.

How the Filling Comes: Tenses and Experiences

The Greek tenses used for Spirit-filling show it as:
A definite, repeated act (“were filled”) – aorist tense - (Acts 2:4; 4:8,31).
A continuous process (“were being filled”) – imperfect tense - (Acts 13:52).
A normal condition (“full”) – present tense - (Acts 6:3; 11:24).
Spirit-filling is both an experience that can happen suddenly and a continuous daily reality.
Re-fillings equip believers for new services and challenges.

Effects of Being Filled with the Spirit

Courage and Boldness: Spirit-filled believers overcome fear and boldly witness (Peter’s transformation 
in Acts 2; Acts 4:31).

Fruit of the Spirit: Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control 
(Galatians 5:22-23).

Joy thrives between love and peace; all three must be nurtured for spiritual health.
Practical Christian virtues: submission in family and social relationships - (Ephesians 5-6)
Spiritual strength for prayerful-ness, and warfare in the spiritual realm - (Ephesians 6).
Power over the flesh: walking by the Spirit overcomes fleshly desires - (Galatians 5:16-21).
Evangelistic power: Early Spirit-filled church experienced remarkable conversions and growth - (Acts 
Chapters 2, 4, 5, 8, 10, 13, 14, 16, 18, 19). 
Persecution: Spirit-filling often results in opposition as it confronts the world’s values - (Acts 2:13; 
chapters 4-21).

Knowing You Are Filled

Three ways to know one is filled.
Scriptural assurance: Faith in God’s promises and obedience to conditions - (Mark 11:24).
Witness of the Spirit: Inner consciousness or a conscious experience of infilling
Fruits or signs: Manifestation of Spirit’s fruit and growth in Christian character
Feeling is not always present at the moment of filling; faith is the foundation

Confessing Spirit-Filling

It is scriptural and appropriate to testify to being filled with the Holy Spirit, as one would confess 
salvation.



Such testimony glorifies God and encourages others, but should be balanced with humility and a life 
that evidences the Spirit’s work.

Losing the Blessing and Maintaining It

Spirit-filling can be lost, primarily through disobedience to God’s commands or ignoring the Spirit’s 
promptings - (Acts 5:32).
Retaining fullness requires continued obedience, self-surrender, and a desire to glorify God with a life 
that is in alignment with the instructions found in scripture - (Colossians 3:16).
Restoration is possible by returning to the point of failure, confessing sin, and renewing faith - (2 Kings 
6:5-7 illustration).

Biography of John MacNeil

Born in Scotland (1854), raised in Victoria, Australia.
Educated at Ballarat College, Melbourne University (B.A.), and New College Edinburgh (theology).
Ordained Presbyterian evangelist and itinerant preacher in Australia.
Influenced by The Higher Life/Keswick movement emphasizing holiness and Spirit-filling.
Formed “The Band,” a prayer group for revival and Spirit baptism.
Preached widely in mining towns and rural areas, using various means to reach people.
Married Hannah Thomas; died young at 42 in 1896.
Posthumous biography and collections of sermons published; his ministry bore fruit through thousands 
converted and influenced by his teaching.


