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During my vacation, I read The Lord of the Rings for the first time in years and then watched the 
film again.  One of the questions in the story is whether Aragorn, the long lost heir to the 
throne of Gondor will step forward to claim the throne or will continue to live as a lonely ranger 
in the wilderness.  Aragorn fears that the same weakness that was in his ancestor and which 
doomed Middle Earth is in him as well and he fears what might happen if he assumes the 
throne.  There is a pivotal scene in the movie version of Lord of the Rings when the Elf Lord, 
Elrond, brings Aragorn the reforged sword of his ancestor, and says, “Put aside the Ranger and 
become who you were born to be.”    When I watched that scene again, I thought, “That’s 
Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. Become who you were born again to be.”  That’s the difference 
between the gospel and religion.  Religion says do this so that you can become this, so that God 
will accept you.  The gospel says here is what God has done for you in Christ, who God by His 
grace has made you to be. Just be who you were born to be.  In the first half of Paul’s letter, he 
explains who we are; what actually happened to us when Christ came into our lives.  We’re not 
the people we used to be.  We’re brand new children of God. The second half of the book tells 
us how to live consistently with who we are - which is why the word, “walk” appears so often.  
In chapter 4:1, Paul says we’re to walk worthy of the calling with which we have been called.  In 
chapter 4:17, he says we’re to walk no longer the way we used to live when we lived in 
darkness.  In chapter 5:2, he says we’re to walk in love just like Jesus loved us.  In chapter 5:8, 
he says we’re to walk as children of light.  And now Paul summarizes our new lifestyle with 
“Therefore, be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise.”   You may not feel like a 
wise person.  In fact, wise people are humble people and they never think of themselves as 
wise.  But God has given us the Bible and He has given us His Spirit to lead us into all truth, and 
He promises to give wisdom to anyone who asks for it; so we have ready access to the wisdom 
of God.  That’s why Paul summarizes everything he’s said about how we’re to walk with walk 
like the wise people you are. 
 
That’s why I entitled this section, “Smart Living.”  And Paul tells us two things about smart 
living.  First, smart living is living carefully in vs. 15-17.  Second, smart living is living in 
community in vs. 18-21.  Let’s talk about living carefully. Paul writes, “Therefore, - Because 
you’re children of light, no longer in darkness, because Christ in whom is hidden all the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge lives inside of you,  you are wise now and no longer foolish 
- so live like wise people - carefully - be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise.”   
God has empowered us to walk worthy, to walk no longer as we used to walk, to walk in love 
and to walk as children of light.  But we have to pay attention. We have to be careful.  Why?  
Because, as Paul says in the following verse, the days are evil.  We live in a culture controlled by 
sin, in a body in which sin is constantly trying to take charge and in a world inhabited by a highly 
intelligent spiritual power intent on our destruction.  We live in a battle zone.  The bullets are 



live.  And we’ll be in the battle until we leave this world.  Now God has given us all the 
resources we need to win this battle, as long as we take the battle seriously.  That’s why Jesus 
says, “Keep watching and praying that you may not enter into temptation for the spirit is willing 
but the flesh is weak.”  (Mk 14:38) You may remember when he said that.  It was in the garden 
shortly before He was arrested, tried, tortured and crucified.  Jesus knew what was coming and 
how much He needed God’s strength and courage.  He knew temptation was on its way and 
that He had to be ready.  So He prayed and as a result, was able to obey God even to the point 
of death on a cross.  His disciples didn’t know what was coming and took a nap instead of 
praying.  When Jesus was arrested, they abandoned Him and ran.  Peter denied that he even 
knew Him. What made the difference between the way Jesus responded to the situation and 
the way His men responded?  Jesus was ready, the disciples were not. The wise know that they 
are in the most danger when they think they are safest because that’s whey we let down their 
guard.   Think.  When are you most vulnerable to temptation? Isn’t it when you don’t expect it?  
When you think everything is under control?  That’s why the wise walk is a careful walk.  
Several months ago, we spent some time in the book of Proverbs.  And the theme of the book is 
wisdom which the Hebrews understood as “skill in living.”  Unlike the Greeks who saw wisdom 
as abstract intellectualizing, the Hebrews saw wisdom as everyday street smarts.  Wise people 
are smart people, skillful people, people who know how to live.  That’s why Proverbs has a lot 
to say about wise people being careful people.  Prov 14:16 A wise man is cautious and turns 
away from evil, but a fool is arrogant and careless.  Prov 19:16 He who keeps the 
commandment keeps his soul, But he who is careless of conduct will die.  Prov 22:3 The prudent 
sees the evil and hides himself, but the naive go on, and are punished for it. Prov 27:12 A 
prudent man sees evil and hides himself, the naive proceed and pay the penalty.  Let me ask you 
a question.  Do you have to go out and look for temptations and opportunities to sin - or do 
they find you?  Do you intend to sin or do you just kind of blunder into it most of the time?  
Most of the time, we blunder into sin, right?  Let me ask you another question.  If you knew 
each of the temptations you would face tomorrow, would you handle them better?  Sure.  If I 
knew that at 7:30 tomorrow morning, a guy was going to make an unsafe lane change and cut 
me off on the freeway, I would handle it a lot better than if I’m surprised by his maneuver.  If I 
knew that at 12:15, a coworker was going to blame me for something somebody else did, I 
would far more gracious to him than  I would if he catches me off-guard.  If I knew that at 9:35, 
as I channel surfed, I would land on a channel I had no business looking at, I’d avoid it and not 
stumble into yet another temptation.  But the fact is, we don’t know the future or when we’re 
going to be specifically tempted.  But we do know that we’ll be tempted.  We do know that 
we’ll be shot at.  We do know we’re living on a battlefield.  That’s why wise people are careful 
people.  
 
Jesus said, “Keep watching and praying so that you may not enter into temptation.”  So what 
am I watching for?  When do I need to be especially careful?  Think about your typical week.  
When are you most likely to be irritable or easily angered?  When are you most likely to feel 
pressured to make a quick decision rather than taking the time to pray about it.  When are you 
most likely to feel overconfident?  To feel insecure?  To feel bored?  To waste time?  Just 
thinking through your typical week will help you to see when you’re most vulnerable to 
temptation and to take appropriate precautions. For example,   Challenge. Prov 22:3 The 



prudent sees the evil and hides himself, but the naive go on, and are punished for it.  Wise 
people are careful people.  They guard themselves against evil.  Our problem is that we don’t 
prepare for temptation early enough.  We don’t identify our most persistent temptations, nor 
do we think through how we’ll deal with them when they arrive.  We’re always surprised.  How 
did that happen to me - again?  The more care you take in your walk with Christ, the more 
success you’ll see.  
 
Now Paul goes on to focus on one particular area where wise people are especially careful - in 
how they use their time. Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, 
making the most of your time, because the days are evil.  Today 78% of former NFL players are 
either bankrupt or stressed financially.  Within 5 years after they stop playing basketball, 60% of 
former NBA players are broke.  These men made millions of dollars every year and yet all that 
money has vanished, lost and gone forever.  The same thing is true of the vast majority of 
lottery winners - most end up bankrupt.  Of course we think, “That would never happen to me.  
If I made millions, I’d save it, invest it, keep it.”  Well, here’s a little reality check.  How are you 
doing in managing a far more precious resource, the resource of time?  The biggest difference 
between the wise and the foolish is how they spend their time.  Everybody gets the same 
amount - 168 hours a week.  But how people choose to use their time is the difference between 
success and failure, between wisdom and foolishness.  “Making the most of your time” is 
literally redeeming the time, buying back the time, investing the time.  Time, like money, can be 
wasted or it can be invested.  It can’t be saved.  Now Paul doesn’t use the normal Greek word 
for time here; he uses the word for opportunity.  Making the most of your opportunities is 
really the idea here.  Time is not measured in hours and days but in opportunities used or 
wasted.  If we don’t take those opportunities, they’re gone, lost forever.  So the wise person is 
careful about taking the opportunities she is given, because she knows they may not come 
again.   Seeing time in terms of opportunities gained or lost rather than simply the 
accumulation of seconds and minutes changes everything.  No longer is using time well a 
legalistic rat maze of trying to stay busy every second of every day.  Instead, it’s using the 
opportunities given to us to the best of our ability rather than procrastinating or allowing 
ourselves to be distracted by lesser things.  Time - like money - should be invested in things that 
give us some return, which make our lives better, fuller and more productive.  The issue is not 
whether to take time to relax occasionally - we have to rest, we have to take breaks.  The issue 
is, are the things I’m investing my time in getting me what I really want - or are there better 
ways I could be investing it? The New Testament says that life is simply an opportunity for 
usefulness; that we will all stand before Christ one day to give an account for how we used the 
time, money,  abilities and opportunities He entrusted for the advancement of His kingdom.  If 
I’m smart, the things that will be most important to me on that day will be most important to 
me now.  Because the goal of life is not comfort or pleasure; it’s to hear Jesus say, “Well done 
good and faithful servant.  You were faithful with little.  Now you will be put in charge of much.  
Enter into the joy of your master.”  I don’t want to waste my life or even a portion of it.  Neither 
do you.  That’s why wise people are careful about the way they spend their time.  And they see 
time as opportunities to grow in their relationship with Jesus and to help others to grow in that 
relationship that will either be gained or lost.   That’s what will last.  Isn’t that what you want 



for your life?  To make a difference?  To be and do what God put you here to be and to do?  It 
all begins with how we use our time. 
 
So Paul says that smart people are careful people - especially in how they use their time.  So 
how do I become wise?  How do I know when I need to be careful?  And how will I recognize 
the opportunities when they come?  Look at how Paul summarizes this section about careful 
living. “So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.”  What’s the 
opposite of foolishness?  Understanding the will of God.  Knowing Christ’s plan for every area of 
our life. Why are wise people wise?  Because they understand Christ’s plan: His plan for my 
relationship with God, His plan for my relationship with my wife and family, His plan for how 
I’m to treat my neighbor, for how I’m to do my job, handle money, manage my health, for what 
the priorities for my life should be.  Where do we find the will of God?  In the Bible.  The vast 
majority of the decisions I’ll make are covered by the Scriptures.  That’s why Jesus says, “Why 
do you call me Lord and not do what I say?”  God’s will for your life is not lost.  It’s not a secret.  
It’s not mystically communicated by signs and visions.  It’s in the Bible.  One of the goals the 
elders of Creekside have set for our congregation is biblical literacy; that we are a people who 
know their Bible.  That’s what Paul means here.  “So then do not be foolish, but understand 
what the will of the Lord is.”   
 
The first part of this passage about smart living is about living carefully.  In vs. 18-21 Paul talks 
about being careful about whose influence we are living under and walking in step with God’s 
Spirit - which I entitled living in community. Smart living is living in  fellowship with other 
Christians rather than isolating ourselves.  Now the connection between living under the 
influence of God’s Spirit and living in community may not be apparent in these verses at first 
glance but I think that’s where we’ll end up.  Paul writes, And do not get drunk with wine, - even 
though the distillation of alcohol would not be invented for many years, drunkenness was 
common in the first century from drinking too much naturally fermented wine.  In fact, wine 
and drugs were common forms of idol worship, taking the worshiper out of himself and 
supposedly putting him under the influence of the particular god he worshiped.  Paul’s point is 
that kind of worship has no place in the church. And do not get drunk with wine for that is 
dissipation, The word means waste.  Paul just wrote that we’re not to waste our time or 
resources and that’s what drunkenness does.  Instead Paul says, but be filled with the Spirit,   
Throughout this letter, Paul has emphasized the role of the Holy Spirit in our new life in Christ.  
We’re now temples of the Holy Spirit - God’s presence dwells in us.  And Paul prayed that God 
would strengthen the Ephesians with power by His Spirit in their inner man.  So now he reminds 
them once again of the indispensable role of the Spirit in their lives.  Our job is not to live the 
Christian life.  Our job is to trust the Spirit of Jesus inside of us to live the Christian life.  Notice 
that this is a command and it’s in the present tense in the Greek.  Be constantly being filled with 
the Spirit, living under His influence, walking in step with Him, being empowered by Him to do 
the will of God.  Of course this verse has puzzled believers for years.  OK, I want to be filled with 
the Spirit - but how?  What do I do?  Do I pray and pray and yield and yield until I finally feel His 
power?  Or do I simply ask the Spirit to fill me, believe that He has and move out in faith?  The 
first option denies the necessity of faith while the second seems pretty mechanical.   After all, 
our relationship with the Spirit is a relationship with a Person, with Jesus.  We’re not using the 



Force, Luke.  We’re not turning on God’s power with a switch.  And we’re not filling ourselves 
up like a glass - well, the Spirit is up to a quarter of the way now but hopefully, He will fill at 
least half of me by next month.  What exactly does Paul mean, “be filled with the Spirit?”  The 
fact that Paul contrasts being filled with the Spirit with being filled with wine gives us a couple 
of clues.  What does DUI stand for?  Driving under the influence, right? That’s what 
drunkenness is, being under the influence of alcohol.  You’re no longer in control.   You say 
things you wouldn’t say sober, you do things you wouldn’t do sober, you go to sleep at times 
and in places you wouldn’t go to sleep sober.  So being filled with the Spirit is being under the 
control of the Spirit.  Now being filled with the Spirit doesn’t feel like being drunk because self-
control is one of the results of being filled with the Spirit and because the Spirit empowers us to 
be who we really are.  So we don’t feel controlled when we’re filled with the Spirit, but the 
Bible says we are being led by the Spirit.  He’s putting His thoughts into our minds, His words 
into our mouths, His deeds into our behavior.  Being filled means living under the control and 
influence of God’s Spirit.   
 
The other clue the contrast with drunkenness provides is in how we’re filled.  Remember, the 
Ephesians did not have access to the hard liquor people drink today. They drank wine and so to 
get drunk, they had to keep drinking it.  They had to put themselves under its influence.  And 
the same is true of being filled with the Spirit.  We put ourselves under the influence of God’s 
Spirit by what we do.  Notice that verse 18 is followed by several participle phrases - ing verbs.  
In the New Testament, when you have a command (in this case, “be filled with the Spirit”) 
followed by a bunch of participles, the participles show how to do the command.  These are the 
mean by which we’re filled with the Spirit, by speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and 
spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; by always giving thanks 
for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father; and by being subject 
to one another in the fear of Christ.  And that’s where living in community comes in.  In the 
following verses, Paul lists the means of being filled with the Spirit - how we put ourselves 
under His leadership and influence.  If we don’t do these things, we won’t be under His 
influence.  The more we do them, the more filled we’ll be.  Remember, we’re talking about a 
relationship.  The more time I spend with Laurie and the more things we do together, the closer 
our relationship gets and the more influential she becomes in my life.  If we don’t spend regular 
time together, even though I love her, our relationship becomes more distant.  So here are 
things that we can do to make our relationship with Jesus more intimate and more influential in 
our lives.  And most are things you can’t do by yourself - you have to do with other believers.  
That’s where the idea of community comes in. 
 
First we’re filled with the Spirit by “speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; Paul is talking about public 
worship here.  That’s why we see the words, “to one another.”  We’re to speak and sing praises 
to God together.  Remember, the Spirit indwells His church and the church is not a building, it’s 
a people.  If Christ lives in you and Christ lives in me, then we experience more of Him together 
than we do alone.  That’s why when we come to church on Sunday or attend a small group 
during the week, we feel closer to God than if we don’t.  Because gathering together is one of 
the primary ways we put ourselves under the Spirit’s influence.  Two applications of this verse 



come to mind.  First, we need to attend church regularly.  One Christian is in worship every 
Sunday.  Another attends once or twice a month.  Based on that fact alone, which would you 
guess is more influenced by the Spirit?  Look, I know our culture no longer accommodates 
church goers.  In Alameda County, less than 5% of the population is in church on Sundays.  
People have to work on Sundays.  Youth sports are scheduled on Sundays.  And in most 
households with both spouses working during the week, often Sundays are the only day to rest 
or to get things done or to spend time with your extended family.  I get all that.  But the fact is, 
whenever you’re not here, you are weakening your relationship with Christ.  We need to be 
together for our own spiritual health and strength.  Christ lives in the midst of His people.  He 
speaks and strengthens and encourages us through each other.  And when you’re not here or 
not in your small group, you suffer and we suffer.  If you want to be filled with the Spirit, you 
must make regular church and small group attendance a top priority.  One of the main reasons 
we are thinking about starting a Sunday evening service is so that people who are unable to 
attend in the morning because of work or family obligations or sports, can still attend in the 
evening.   Second application; it is by worshiping God together than we put ourselves under the 
influence of the Spirit;  speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord;  I notice that a lot of people don’t show 
up on Sundays until the singing is almost over.  It’s like singing God’s praises is the optional part 
of the service. As long as I’m here for the sermon, I’m good.   The sermon is important.  God 
speaks to us through His word.  You can’t separate the ministry of the Spirit from the ministry 
of the Word.  The word is the sword of the Spirit, the vehicle through which He does His work in 
our lives.  And so whether it’s a Sunday sermon or a small group Bible Study, I will never 
minimize the importance of studying God’s word together.  That being said, it is significant to 
me that Paul says that its our corporate worship of praise that puts us under the influence of 
the Spirit.  Now I don’t like to sing.  I don’t do it well and nobody enjoys me doing it.  But that 
doesn’t let me off the hook.  Paul says I’m to sing and make melody in my heart to the Lord.  It’s 
what’s going on in here that makes the difference.  Am I worshiping Christ from my heart?  Am I 
loving Him, adoring Him, valuing Him, remembering all that He has done for me?  That’s what 
supposed to happen when we worship together.  It’s not how great we sound or how much we 
like a particular song.  It’s whether we’re worshiping God in our heart.  That’s one way to drink 
from the Spirit, to place ourselves under His influence.  And Paul says we do that together. 
 
Here’s another thing we do to put ourselves under Christ’s influence, always giving thanks for 
all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father; Giving thanks is 
something we do by ourselves and its something we do with others.  But however and 
whenever we give thanks, we are putting ourselves under the influence of God’s Spirit.  Why?  
Well notice that we’re to always give thanks and that we’re always to give thanks for all things.  
Whatever happens, good or bad, we’re to thank God.  You get in your car to drive to work, turn 
the key and nothing happens.  What do you do?  “Oh no, just what I needed!” or, “Thanks 
Father!”   Once you get to work, there’s a message on your desk.  Your boss wants to see you.  
How do you react. “Uh oh, what did I do wrong?”  Or, “Thanks Father!”  It’s 9:30 and the kids 
are finally asleep.  You can finally crash in front of the TV for a few minutes before going to bed 
yourself - and then your six year old comes out of her room, crying, “I had a bad dream.”  What 
do you do?  “I’m an appliance.  I’m always on call.  I never get any time to myself.”  Or “Thanks 



Father!”  Why would God want you to thank Him for everything that happens?  Because He’s in 
control.  He doesn’t allow anything into our life which we don’t need and which doesn’t 
contribute to His plan for our lives.  And it is a good plan and for our great benefit, even though 
at times, we can’t see it.  Thanking Him all the time is the way we say, “I see You working in 
everything that happens and I trust You.  I surrender myself to Your will.  Thank you for your 
kindness to me and for the way you’re going to work even this for my good.”   Regular 
thanksgiving keeps us under the influence of the Spirit, keeps us surrendered and trusting 
rather than resisting and independent. 
 
Finally, to be filled with the Spirit, Paul says I need to be subject to one another in the fear of 
Christ.   Once again, we’re filled with the Spirit as we live together in community.  Because my 
true relationship with Christ is lived out in my relationship with you.  Be subject was a military 
term which mean to place yourself under like soldiers would place themselves under the 
command of their commander.  There are a couple different ways this command is interpreted.  
Some believe Paul means that Christians are to submit themselves to the leaders in the church, 
being obedient to their leadership and direction.  Others believe we’re to submit ourselves to 
all Christians.  In this sense, it means putting others before yourself, looking to their interests 
rather than to your own, giving up your rights and your way to maintain the unity of the body in 
the bond of peace.   Either way you interpret it, Paul is saying that we submit to the Spirit by 
submitting to other believers.  Being filled with the Spirit is the opposite of being filled with self, 
since being led by the Spirit means giving up my right to decide what I think is best.  It’s easy to 
think we’re walking with Christ when we’re by ourselves - because we’re free to do pretty much 
what we want, as long as we’re not disobeying the commands of Scripture.  The real test of 
walking in the Spirit comes when we’re with other people and we don’t agree.  You think we 
should go east and I’m convinced we should go west.  So what do I do?  I give in.  I do what you 
want to do.  Not because I think you’re right but because by submitting myself to you, I submit 
my will to Christ.  Paul isn’t talking about the clear commands of Scripture here.  We don’t 
submit to anyone if it means disobeying God.  Paul doesn’t mean that we don’t talk about it 
first and try to reach a meeting of the minds.  That wouldn’t be honest.  What he means is that 
in decisions where the Bible doesn’t give clear direction, and where we can’t come to an 
agreement, the most spiritual person gives in first.  That’s something I’ve really appreciated 
about our Creekside Council over the years.  There have been a number of times when we had 
decisions before us which we couldn’t agree on.  Sometimes it was just one person who 
couldn’t see it.  We have always deferred to that no vote and seen it as a clear indication that 
we needed to think and pray about this more.  Because as we submit ourselves to each other, 
we take our willful stubbornness out of play and trust the Spirit of God to guide us. 
 
A happy, productive life isn’t an accident.  It is the result of making wise choices; of smart living.  
The problem is, nobody is born smart.  Wisdom must come from outside of ourselves.  That’s 
why we need a Savior and a Lord.  Jesus is a lot smarter that any of us.  His plan for our lives is 
better than any plan we can come up with.  But He won’t force that plan on us.  We have to 
choose it.  If you haven’t chosen to make Christ your Lord and Savior, you can do that right 
now.  A Christian is a person who believes that they are a sinner and that they are saved not by 
their own works but by Christ’s works; that in fulfillment of hundreds of years of Old Testament 



prophecies, God became a man to be our representative;  to live the life we were meant to live 
but didn’t so that we can be credited with Christ’s perfect record of righteousness, to die the 
death we deserved to die, bearing the wrath of God for our sins on the cross so that we can be 
forgiven; and rising from the dead so that all who trust Him can be freed from death forever.  
And if you can believe that, you make it personal by asking Jesus to come into your life, forgive 
your sins and to be your guide and leader; to give you the wisdom and the strength you need 
for every day of your life.     
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