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Ephesians Small Group Study Guide 

Lesson #15: Ephesians 5:15-21 (ESV) 

Refer to Sermon preached on Jan. 27, 2019 

(Note: this is an extended study which can be used in subsequent weeks) 
 

HOW CAN WE MAKE THE RIGHT CHOICES? [5:15-18] 
In Ephesians 5:15-18 God gives us a number of criteria by which to govern our choices of 
behaviour. Identify these criteria which should motivate our living. 
 
verse Criteria by which to choose our behaviour 
15  
16 
17 

 

18  
 
 
In vs. 15 Paul commands us to be “look carefully then how you walk,”  so that we will live 
worthy of our calling as God's children he gives us a few criteria by which to assess the 
rightness or wrongness of each moral choice that confronts us moment by moment in our 
lives. 
Is it wise or unwise? (5:15) Wisdom relates to our knowledge of Christ. Here Paul is telling 
us to make choices that tie in with our knowledge of God, God's character and God's 
purpose.  
Read and discuss: 1 Corinthians 2:6-16;  

- What difference do you see between human wisdom and God’s wisdom? 
- What point is Paul making by his quote from the OT in verse 9, see also vs. 7 
- Philosophers were respected in Corinth as people who could search out deep truths; 

in contrast, how does Paul say the truth of the gospel is discovered?(vs. 10-13) 
Read and discuss Ephesians 1:17; Why does Paul pray for wisdom? 
 
While the world searches for enlightenment through its own mind, the Christian has 
received and continues to receive wisdom from God in Christ.  
Read: Colossians 1:9,28; 2:3; It is this wisdom that acts as the filter affirming or rejecting 
the choices that confront us. Read Colossians 3:16; 4:5; James 3:13-18. 
 
Read: Ephesians 5:16; Colossians 4:5 . Discuss the following questions to consider in the use 
of our time. How does your daily/weekly schedule look? 
- Does it maximize the moment? 'making the best use of the time', vs 16 
- Does it make good use of every opportunity you have?  
 
Why does Paul the phrase, “because 'the days are evil?” vs 16 
 
When we live among 'outsiders' (Colossians 4:5) we, the children of light, should use every 
moment to display the light, we should 'redeem' (buy back) each moment from the evil with 
which it is saturated and fill it with the glory of God. Each moment of time lived by the 
Christian should be a moment redeemed from sin's corruption and evil. 
 



 2 
- Does it express our own foolishness or the will of the Lord? (Ephesians 5:17) The 
first sin expressed human foolishness. Instead of submitting to the revealed will of God, 
Adam and Eve chose to disobey that will. It is the same with every sin: we in our self-
centredness and self-conceit deceive ourselves into thinking that something is okay, even 
though God has clearly stated that it is not. We come up with all sorts of arguments and 
excuses to validate our actions and attitudes.  
 
- Is it generated and motivated by the Spirit of God? (Ephesians 5:18) Paul tells us that 
our lives should be fully controlled and dominated by God. God dwells within every genuine 
believer; (Read John 14:15-18,20,23).  
 
Paul's challenge in Ephesians here is this: am I allowing God to direct all my choices, to 
control my life, or am I allowing something or someone else to control me? Is God the 
source and motivation of this action or attitude? Is this the kind of choice the Spirit of God 
would affirm? If I do this, is it in rebellion against God or in submission to him? Will it 
please him or grieve him? Is this action in line with the fruit of the Spirit or is it in line with 
the desires of the flesh?  The Spirit of God will never tell me to do something contrary to the 
Word of God. 
Read Galatians 5:19-23 and list the qualities of each  
                  Works of the flesh                      Fruit of the Spirit 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
 
When we surrender to the control of the Holy Spirit in our lives, the qualities of the list on 
the right will surface more regularly. According to Galatians 5:24, how do we “crucify the 
flesh?” 
 
Compare Ephesians 5:15-20 with Colossians 3:15-17, where 'the Spirit' and 'the word of 
Christ' are used in parallel passages. 
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HOW IS BEING 'FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT' EXPRESSED IN OUR DAILY LIVES? 
Ephesians 5:18-21 
In the Greek text there is only one command in these four verses: to be filled with the Spirit. 
This one command is followed by five participles, which identify five ways in which being 
filled will be expressed in our lives. 
 
Verses 19-21 list five expressions of being 'filled with the Spirit'. In the Greek they are all 
present participles. Discuss and record the meaning of each one. (Explanatory notes follow.) 
 
1.“addressing”  
2.“singing”  
3.“making 
melody in your 
heart” 
“giving thanks 
always” 

 

4.“submitting to 
one another” 

 

 
The Command to be Filled 
The command 'be filled' is in the present, continuous tense. It is not a one-off occurrence 
that lifts us onto a more spiritual level of faith or holiness. It is a command that calls us to 
on-going repentance, on-going faith and on-going obedience every present moment of our 
lives. It requires us to keep on deciding at each moment whether or not we are going to 
honor God. Moment by moment, minute by minute, hour by hour, day by day, week by 
week, month by month, year by year, this is what God requires of us: that we keep on being 
fully controlled and motivated by him, that we keep on acknowledging him as God in every 
aspect of our lives. 
The command to be filled is also in the passive voice. This means that the Spirit of God is the 
active person and we are the object or recipients of his action. The perfect human life is a 
life lived in total dependence upon God. Read and discuss how this is exemplified in the life 
of Christ 
John 5:19; 8:28-29 
Hebrews 10:7b, and explained in his teaching John 15:1-5.  
 
The rebellion in Genesis 3 was a rebellion against dependence on God, a grasping for a life 
of independence. Here in this command to be filled with the Spirit we are being recalled to 
our original identity and our original human significance and dignity: the high calling of a 
dependence on God so acute that our lives reflect his life.  
Read Genesis 1:26,27; Romans 8:29; 2 Corinthians 3:16-18; Colossians 3:10.  
 A mirror, an image, has no significance in itself; it takes its significance and its identity from 
the reality it reflects or images. The life to which Paul calls us here is a life thoroughly 
dominated by God and obsessed with God.  
 
Each of the five words in Ephesians 5:19-20 that express the effect of being filled with God's 
Spirit are in the form of a present, continuing action. 
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1. Addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs [5:19a] 
When God is Number One in our lives, when who he is and what he has done for us in 
Christ, are the most significant factors in our lives, our overwhelming desire or passion is to 
talk about him. Consider these expressions of this absorption with God that spilled over into 
the lives of those who were 'filled' with him: 
'My whole being will exclaim, "Who is like you, O LORD?"' [Psalm 35:10] 
' ... may all who seek you rejoice and be glad in you; may those who love your salvation always 
say, "The LORD be exalted!"' [Psalm 40:16] 
'Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long ... How sweet are your words to my taste, 
sweeter than honey to my mouth!' [Psalm 119:97,103] 
' ... if I say, "I will not mention him or speak any more in his name," his word is in my heart like 
a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot.' [Jeremiah 20:9] 
'My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work' [John 4:34]. 
'We cannot help speaking about the things we have seen and heard' [Acts 4:20] 
' ... I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!' [1 Corinthians 9:16] 
'Christ's love compels us ... ' [2 Corinthians 5:14] 
 
2. Singing and making melody to the Lord [5:19b] 
While the previous expression of being filled with the Spirit involved the way we talk with 
each other, this second expression describes our inner state of mind. To know God through 
knowing Jesus Christ , to be reconciled to God through the death of Christ, is to be liberated 
from that fundamental inner division and despair that has characterized every human being 
since Genesis 3. Self-awareness and self-centredness are replaced by God-awareness and 
God-consciousness. When God is the centre of our lives there will be a deep joy within us, a 
joy that sings its own quiet song irrespective of the traumas and troubles that surround us 
in our circumstances. Read and share with each other what is a source of joy in your life.  
'You have filled my heart with greater joy than when their grain and new wine abound' 
(Psalm 4:7) 
' ... my soul will rejoice in the LORD and delight in his salvation' (Psalm 35:9) 
'I delight greatly in the LORD; my soul rejoices in my God.' (Isaiah 61:10) 
'I will rejoice in the LORD, I will be joyful in God my Saviour.' (Habakkuk 3:18) 
' ... we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ through whom we have now received 
reconciliation’ (Romans 5:11) 
'Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!' (Philippians 4:4) 
'Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you 
believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy' (1 Peter 1:8). 
 
If you are lacking joy, invite others to pray for you.  
 
3. Giving thanks always [5:20] 
Paul states that the person being filled with God's Spirit will always be giving thanks to the 
Father, concerning everything, in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
The opposite of giving thanks is discontentment, grumbling and complaining. It is 
exemplified in the attitude of the Israelites recorded, for example, in Exodus 16:2-3; 
Numbers 14:2-4.  Read and discuss what you see as the outcome of grumbling. 
This murmuring or grumbling is understood as a failure to trust God. God had rescued them 
from Egypt, brought them safely through the Red Sea and defeated their enemies. After all 
he had done for them, after all they had seen, they should have trusted him, they should 
have been thankful, they should have been rejoicing in their freedom. 
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The attitude of thankfulness listed by Paul as an expression of being filled with the Spirit is 
the attitude of trust in God which is grounded in God's faithfulness, love and power. God is 
for us; he has demonstrated that clearly in the death of his Son. This means that we can 
trust him in every situation, that we can be thankful, not grumbling or complaining, in every 
situation.  
Read Romans 8:18-39; 1 Timothy 6:6. Because of our knowledge of Jesus Christ we also 
know that no situation means that God is against us or is punishing us, and that no situation 
means that we are severed from his love. 
 
Discuss that which you are thankful.  
 
4. Submitting to one another [5:21] 
The idea of 'submitting' to others evokes an automatic negative reaction in most of us. Our 
original sin in Genesis 3 displayed a refusal to submit to God and at the same time the 
promotion of what we perceived to be our own benefit and gain. It then expressed itself in 
the self-defending, self-justifying excuse of Adam 'the woman you put here with me - she 
gave me some ... '. In our ever-present efforts to promote, defend and justify ourselves we 
refuse to submit our well-being to the well-being of the other. Rather we promote 
ourselves, even if it means hurt to the other. Such is our self-centred sinfulness. 
But here Paul tells us that submission to God's control - that is, constant filling by his Spirit, 
- will express itself in this: that we, like Christ, putting aside our own rights and our well-
being, will constantly be looking out for the good of the other . Out of respect for Christ, 
who, for our good, thought nothing of leaving aside his eternal glory and honour, out of 
respect for Christ, who, for our salvation, for our liberation, willingly bore our guilt and died 
our death, out of respect for Christ, there is only one mindset that gives him honour - the 
mindset of self-denial that reflects his self-denial (Matthew 16:24-26). 
 
Discuss how it is beneficial for you to live in an attitude of submission to one another. What 
might prevent this attitude? 
 
 
Closing:  
Pray for one another to walk in the filling of the Holy Spirit 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Book of Ephesians, Terry Cowland 


