
BEING CAREFUL 
Ephesians 5:15-21 

 
 Defensive Driving used to be emphasized as a way to protect yourself from having 
accidents while traveling.  The idea was to be alert to what you were doing while driving and to 
be alert to what someone else might do.  It is somewhat like trying to anticipate what another 
person might do so that you could be prepared to avoid having an accident.  Just being aware of 
the possibility of danger tends to make us do things in a safer manner.  When our children come 
for a visit and as they are getting into the car to leave, most of us will say “be careful.”   
 There are many things to be careful or cautious about in life.  If avoiding death is a high 
priority, then we should put up warning signs in various places to remind us of the dangers of not 
being alert or not being aware of things that could harm us.  Heart disease and cancer account for 
about 50 percent all death in the U.S.  Some of the causes of heart and cancer problems are 
related to what we eat and the way we cook things.  So why don’t we say “be careful” every time 
we prepare or eat a meal or go out to dinner?  The difference is that the problem with auto 
accidents could be classified as “acute” and those associated with our diet are more of a 
“chronic” nature.  The more acute the nature of the problem and the consequences, the more 
aware and alert we tend to be.  Even though lightning accounts for only 90 deaths a year in the 
U.S., it is so short-term and instantaneous and certain in its consequences that we are very 
cautious when it comes to avoiding exposure to lightning.   
 How would you classify the consequences of spiritual problems - are they “acute” or 
“chronic?”  Usually the consequences of spiritual problems are long term, gradual, and 
progressive.  The final outcome can be as devastating as that of an auto accident or a lightning 
strike, but since we do not get instantaneous feedback we tend to ignore the problems or we are 
not very careful in such matters.  Paul attempted to raise the awareness of situations that can lead 
to problems in the life of Christian or might impact the influence an individual or church could 
have on others or their own growth in the Lord.   
 
Be Wise with Your Time - 5:15-16 
15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, 16 making the most of your time, because the 
days are evil.  Ephesians 5:15-16 (NASB95) 
 Paul had written that we have been given light.  Since we have this light, then we have a 
responsibility to make the right choices.  We can’t use the excuse, “I didn’t know that was 
wrong!”  We know what our choices are and we know right from wrong.  Most translations use 
the idea of being “careful” in the way we live or walk.  The word Paul used was how he 
described himself prior to his salvation as being a Pharisee.  The KJV uses the word 
“circumspect” which is closer to the idea of being “most strict” as a descriptor of how we should 
walk.  I don’t know of anyone who would advocate that we should be Pharisaical in our 
Christian walk, which is typically meant that we strive for the letter of the law rather than the 
spirit of the law.  The idea here is that we should be very deliberate in what we do and make 
right choices that are based on the light we have been given.  I guess that the opposite of being 
“deliberate” is being causal, and I’m not talking about wear jeans to work on Friday, but having 
an attitude that “what we do” doesn’t really matter.  A compromise here and a compromise there 
and pretty soon we have a lifestyle that doesn’t resemble what would be expected of someone 
who is a born again child of God.      
 Paul had some additional thoughts on what is needed.  Specifically, he urged us to 
“redeem the time.”  This expression is thought to mean that we should take advantage of all the 



opportunities we have to advance the kingdom of God and fulfill our calling in Christ.  While we 
do not use the expression “redeem the time” we may find ourselves saying that we need to “buy 
some time.”  This usually happens when we have more to do than we can accomplish in the 
allotted time we have.  Sometimes we have deadlines that are imposed upon us and we try to find 
a way to get everything done.   
 What are some things we can do to buy some time?  Think about a project that someone 
might have such as remodeling a bedroom to turn it into a nursery before the birth of a child.  
What might a person do to buy some time or get more done before the baby is born?  The answer 
might be work longer hours, get some others to help, work on completing the essentials and 
finish up the details later, use better techniques or tools to do the job,  etc.  Can we apply these 
tactics to buying some time to enable us in the church to get the job done of making disciples of 
all nations?   
 Why did Paul say that they should take advantage of every opportunity or find ways to 
get everything done before time runs out?  Because the days are evil.  Normally, this expression 
causes us to think about all the iniquity and illegal things that are going on in the world.  Paul 
could have also meant that “times are difficult.”  Most of the time, many people could agree that 
“times are hard.”  When they say that they are usually referring to something other than what the 
criminals are doing.  The Greek word that is translated “evil” is ponerous and can mean any or 
all of the following:    

full of labors, annoyances, hardships, pressed and harassed by labors, bringing toils, annoyances, perils; 
of a time full of peril to Christian faith and steadfastness; causing pain and trouble; bad, of a bad nature or 
condition; in a physical sense: diseased or blind; and in an ethical sense: evil wicked, bad.   

There are times when we may find burdens in life and these can distract us from what God has 
called us to accomplish.  I think that Paul was telling the Ephesians and us that we need to fulfill 
the calling that God has on our lives in spite of all the onerous problems and burdens we 
encounter on a daily basis.   
 In the circumstances of the world in which Paul lived, Nero was emperor of Rome and 
there was persecution for Christian.  They would be tested and their faith would be tested.  They 
would be given opportunity to deny Jesus.  Paul urged them to make the most of such times, to 
make the right choices and to make every circumstance a chance to choose for Christ and a 
chance to crucify self.  
 
Be Aware of God’s Will - 5:17 
17 So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.  Ephesians 5:17 (NASB95) 
 If we are going to buy some time and take advantage of every opportunity because life is 
filled with difficulties and challenges, then we should not be behaving as if we did not have 
plain, common sense.  In other words, don’t be foolish and do stupid things.   
 Paul tells us how to avoid acting rashly.  The way to accomplish this is to bring all the 
things we know about what God doing in the world through the church together in our minds in 
order to understand God’s will.  So often we know bits and piece of what God is doing in 
individual lives, or in the church, or in the broader scheme of things and we need to start putting 
these bits and pieces together to come to an understanding of how we fit into His will and how 
the opportunities in our church are being used to further the objectives of the Kingdom of God.   
 Failure to “understand” or to put the bits and pieces together in a sensible way can result 
in using wrong methods to try to accomplish a good purpose.  If we understand that we are to 
reach lost people and present to them the gospel message and if we fail to incorporate the need 
for purity, then we may engage in an inappropriate event in order to bring people to a meeting so 



they can be presented with the gospel.  You certainly would not want to sponsor a strip show in 
order to draw a crowd so they could hear the gospel.  You would not have a cheese and wine-
tasting party to get people together to present the gospel to them – oops, some churches actually 
do this.   
 The wise person chooses the right way and the unwise person chooses the wrong way.  
The way to be wise is to know and understand the will of God and the way to demonstrate that 
wisdom is to do the will of God based on a fuller understanding of His will.  Some may be 
wondering how this relates to Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 9:22:  “I have become all things 
to all men so that by all possible means I might save some.”  This is where the advice given in 
the first part of verse 17 comes into play: don’t do something foolish.  We could also appeal to 
the admonition in verse 15 to walk “circumspectly” or to be careful in what we do.   
 
Be Filled with the Spirit - 5:18-20 
18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit, 19 speaking to one another in 
psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; 20 always giving 
thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father;  Ephesians 5:18-20 (NASB95) 
 It is helpful to consider verse 18 along with the previous verses.  In verse 17 we are told 
to avoid doing senseless things but to operate out of understanding.  Verse 18 can be seen to be 
parallel with verses 15 and 17 in that getting drunk is comparable with doing something foolish 
and being filled with the Spirit is comparable with behaving wisely and having understanding.  
We can also see a subtle reference to verse 16 where Paul encouraged “making the most of the 
time and opportunities” which would be in stark contrast to the wastefulness (dissipation) that 
comes from being under the influence of chemical substances.   
 Many times humans are characterized as vessels which can be filled with something.  We 
can be filled with self and we act selfishly.  We can be filled with foolishness and we act 
foolishly.  We can be filled with wine and we act drunkenly.  We can be filled with the Spirit and 
we act like Jesus.  If a person is filled with wine, he may sing bawdy songs and say awful things 
and may even curse his lot in life.  A person who is filled with the Spirit may also sing, but it will 
be praise to God for His goodness and we will recognize how blessed we are no matter what 
happens to come our way. 
 What do we do about this statement of Paul’s that we are to “always be giving thanks to 
God for all things?”  Just a few verses before this Paul told us that the “days are evil.”  We have 
struggles with all sorts of burdens and have to work hard to get anything done.  In the world’s 
way of thinking, this would be something to complain about rather than give thanks.  I don’t think 
Paul is implying simply that we should be thankful that things are not worse than they are.  Can 
we see the opportunities that are there to help one another and to demonstrate self-sacrificing love 
when others are having a hard time?  Do we see the opportunity to give a good witness and 
demonstrate our trust in God when we are undergoing difficulties?  When the tsunami hit 
Indonesia several years ago, many saw the opportunity to provide help in the name of Christ to a 
group of people who were alienated from Christianity.  The Korean War of several decades ago 
opened up that region for the introduction of the gospel and some of the strongest churches today 
are in South Korea.  Difficult times or crises should always be seen as ways to show the love of 
God to people and these provide chances for us to work together in unity with others.   
 
Be Subject to One Another - 5:21 
21 and be subject to one another in the fear of Christ.  Ephesians 5:21 (NASB95) 
 Most translations of the Bible show this verse as the start of a new paragraph and, 



therefore, it would appear to be disconnected from the previous verses.  It is, in reality, the end of 
the very long sentence that began several verses ago.  We might then discover how this statement 
relates to the fact that we should walk deliberately (carefully), the times are very difficult, we 
should seek to understand the full implication of God’s will, and that we should be filled with the 
Holy Spirit.  We are to do all these things while being in a proper relationship with each other.  
The idea of “being subject to one another out of reverence to Christ” has several possible 
meanings.  One idea that is typically discussed is that Paul was writing about a hierarchy of 
relationship.  As we will see when we get into specific relationships, there are some implications 
of this idea.  Most relationships are on a peer-to-peer basis.  How are we to be subject to one 
another among ourselves without regard to any perceived hierarchy? 
 The Greek term for the word translated “be subject to” or “submit” is hupotasso and it had 
two common usages.  One was from the military and the other from everyday life.  For the 
military, the term meant “to arrange [troop divisions] in a military fashion under the command of 
a leader.”  In nonmilitary use, it was “a voluntary attitude of giving in, cooperating, assuming 
responsibility, and carrying a burden.”  This “nonmilitary” usage is easily related to the 
expectations we have of each other as fellow Christians.  Cooperating and not insisting on having 
your own way, the idea of taking responsibility in what we have been called to do in the work of 
the kingdom of God and helping each others in carrying a burden (especially in hard times) would 
help any church or any organization to function in a better manner.  If we did this on a routine and 
consistent basis, then we would certainly be more effective in taking advantage of ministry 
opportunities that the Lord brings to us.  Application of this concept would help us help each 
other to walk carefully.   
 In summary, Paul has told us way to be careful or to walk carefully.  One simple way is to 
stop wasting time.  I believe we could make of list of a lot of things we do that are nothing more 
than time wasters.  We could certain be more deliberate in what we do if we had a better 
understanding of God’s will and how we fit into the bigger picture.  God has provided the help we 
need in being careful if we would do a better job in following the leading of the Holy Spirit.  
Many times this finds expression in our being helpful to others in working together to accomplish 
the work God has called us to do.  Each of us individually and all of us working together can 
make a difference.   


