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A Syntactical Analysis of Ephesians 5:15-21

The Syntactical Layout

15   

Therefore            Influential Coordinating Conjunction: Links vv. 7-14 with 15-16 (Please see build-up of Paul’s argument in Commentary)

be careful how you walk,                              I. Careful Living
                                     not as unwise men    A. Bad role models         

                                     but                                     versus
                                     as wise,                    B. Good role models
16                   making the most of your time,    C. Maximize use of your time
                      because the days are evil.          D. Prevalence of Evil
17  

So then             Influential Coordinating Conjunction: The following builds upon vv.  15-16
do not be foolish,                                          

but                                                          II. Foolishness versus Understanding the Lord’s Will
understand what the will of the Lord is. 

18   

And            Coordinates v. 17 with 18
do not get drunk      

                       with wine, 

                 for that is dissipation,       A. Wildness, i.e., Foolishness  

but      Main Clause                                 versus
be filled with the Spirit,                 B. Spirit-filled, i.e., Understanding the Lord’s Will
19         speaking to one another              1. Corporate Worship
                       in psalms  a.
                       and 

                       [in] hymns  b.
                       and 

                       [in] spiritual songs,  c.
            singing  a.             

2. Personal Worship                               Topic Sentence
            and 

            making melody  b.                          
                         with your heart 

                         to the Lord; 


20         always giving thanks                    3. Thanksgiving
                               for all things  a.
                               in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ   b.
                               to God, even the Father;  c.
21   

and

be subject                                               4. Submission (Headship Theology)
              to one another  a. 

              in the fear of Christ.  b.


Principlized Outline:

I. Be Careful How You Live 

A. Bad role models

B. Good role models

C. Maximize your time

D. Prevalence of evil

II. Foolishness vs. The Lord’s Will

A. Dissipation (Foolishness)

B. Be Spirit-filled (The Lord’s Will)

1. Corporate Worship

a. Psalms

b. Hymns

c. Songs

2. Personal Worship from the heart

a. Singing 

b. Making melody 

3. Thanksgiving

a. For all things

b. Name of Jesus

c. To God the Father

4. Submission

a. To one another

b. In fear of Christ 

i. Wife to husband

ii. Children to parents
 Please see Commentary
iii. Slave to master

Summary Statement:

Careful living requires role-modeling the wise, not the unwise, thereby maximizing your time despite the prevalence of evil, and understanding that the Lord’s will is not the foolishness of dissipation, but to be filled with the Spirit in corporate and private worship, thanking God for all things, subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.

Central Point of Reference:

Be Filled With the Spirit

Theological Observations:

· God has provided examples of wise living for us to seek out and follow.

· God expects us to be good stewards of our time. 

· We live in a time of tension: We are victorious in Christ yet evil is still prevalent.

· We can understand the Lord’s will.

· We are expected to understand the Lord’s will.

· It is the Lord’s will not to be foolish.

· Dissipation—debauchery and wildness—is foolishness

· It is the Lord’s will for us to be filled with the Spirit 

· It is God’s will that we speak and sing His Word to each other.

· God likes music!

· Individual participation in Corporate Worship must be from the heart.

· Corporate Worship is an extension of Personal Worship.

· Thanksgiving plays a central role in Corporate and Personal Worship

· The motive behind submission is reverence for Christ.
· Being filled with the Spirit is inclusive of Headship Theology

Practical Observations:

· Ask God to help you choose appropriate role models with which to reinforce your faith—perhaps two from the Bible, two from Church History, and two from your worship community. Write down which parts of their lives are most worthy of imitation and why. Include their weaknesses you will need to avoid. 

· Prayerfully write down in detail the ideal life you would live if you were given the chance to maximize the time entrusted to you. Seek God’s will; ask Him to make it so.

· Write down three ways you had been “foolish” before becoming a Christian. Which of these sins are still temptations today? Confess your temptations to a close friend. Perhaps your friend may have temptations to confess also. Devote a special week to pray for each other daily, asking God for victory over temptation.

· Evaluate how group worship at your church compares to Paul’s summary of Spirit-filled worship. How is it similar? Different? Any room for improvement?

· Check your heart carefully before you participate in worship of any kind. Ensure that your heart and mind are fully and thankfully engaged.

· Make a list of 100 reasons to offer thanksgiving to God.

· Carefully compare your marriage, family, and professional relationships with Paul’s commentary on Headship Theology. How do they measure up? In what ways would Christ be more glorified by implementing some changes?

· Bible Students: Carefully re-examine your top five favorite passages and their immediate contexts. Have you allowed your understanding of these passages to be influenced in any way by artificial divisions of Scripture (Chapter and Verse divisions)? If you erase all chapter and verse divisions and mechanically layout the passage taking careful note of the immediate context, how is your understanding affected?

Commentary Ephesians 5:15-21

 [with NASB literal renderings in olive green.]
15Therefore look carefully how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, 16redeeming the time, because the days are evil. 

Having crafted a calculated build-up to this stage of his argument,
 Paul exhorts us to live, not mindlessly or haphazardly, but with deliberation and care. This requires the vigilant pursuit of wisdom by seeking and following examples of those who have lived wisely—and rigorously avoiding the examples of those who have not. This, Paul considers maximized use of the time entrusted to us. As a result, this time is redeemed, so to speak, from the evil influences of the day, a reference to the apparent tension of the church age, viz. Christ is victorious yet evil is still prevalent in the world.
 
17So then 

The principles just considered will be the basis for what follows.

do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. 

Understanding the Will of the Lord
Paul begins to expound on unwise and wise living, by contrasting foolishness with the will of the Lord. Note Paul’s transition from general to practical instruction; after the general appeals of verses 15-17, Paul proceeds to specific advice.

18And do not get drunk with wine, in which is dissipation, 

Dissipation—asōtia in Greek—suggests extremely low moral standards, degeneracy, and licentiousness,
 also wildness and debauchery.
 It is evident that Paul equates unwise living with foolishness, and foolishness with dissipation. It is also evident that Paul portrays getting drunk with wine as one form of dissipation, probably that most widespread among the Ephesians. Nonetheless, we may infer that Paul’s command, “do not be foolish,” is not limited to wine-induced intoxication, but rather opposes all forms of dissipation. 
Note: Several modern day charismatic communities cite Ephesians 5:18 to support the phenomenon of being drunk with the Holy Spirit. Thus, “Do not get drunk with wine…but be filled with the Spirit” is taken to mean, “Do not get drunk with wine…but be drunk with the Spirit,” the assumption being that Paul is comparing sinful drunkenness with a “godly drunkenness.” However, Paul seems to be contrasting dissipation, not just drunkenness, with being filled with the Spirit. Furthermore, the notion of drunkenness with the Holy Spirit has no grammatical or contextual basis here, hence, no claim to inspiration. Worse, we may infer from Paul’s summation of “do not be foolish,” and its implied opposition against wildness
 and debauchery,
 that so-called drunkenness with the Holy Ghost may actually be a form of dissipation. It may be helpful to remember Paul’s counsel regarding orderly worship in 1 Corinthians 14:32-33, “The spirits of prophets are subject to the control of the prophets. For God is not a God of disorder but of peace” and verse 40, “But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way.” (NIV)   

but be filled with the Spirit 19speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; 20always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to the God and Father; 

Be Filled with the Spirit

It is interesting to note Paul’s thought progression from “Look carefully how you walk” up to be filled with the Spirit; three times he compares what we should not do versus what we should do.
What Not To Do




What To Do

1. Live unwisely


vs.

Live wisely
2. Do not be foolish

vs. 

Understand the will of the Lord
3. Do not get drunk

vs.
 
Be filled with the Spirit
Paul’s thread of meaning seems to develop as follows: 

To Live Carefully means to Live wisely 
To Live wisely means to Understand the will of the Lord 

To Understand the will of the Lord means to Be filled with the Spirit
Group Worship

Being filled with the Spirit is primarily for the good of the Church, viz. for amplifying the glory given to the Head of the Church—Jesus Christ. Spirit-filled communal worship is to make use of the devices the Lord has provided—psalms, hymns and spiritual songs—in order to enhance the praise and worship of Himself; as these devices are “spoken to one another,” the mind is quickened and the heart is moved to give praise and worship to the Lord. Notice there is no mention of chaos, confusion, or hysteria
—Spirit-filled worship presupposes holy affections plus the presence of mind with which to 1) make sense of psalms, 2) properly recite hymns, and 3) meaningfully participate in spiritual songs—all for the benefit of the worship community and all for the glory of the Lord. This is Spirit-filled collective worship, and this, we are to understand, is the will of the Lord.

Personal Worship 

What makes praise and worship edifying to the Church and glorifying to the Lord is that it comes from the joyful hearts of individuals; participation in corporate worship that is not from a glad heart individually is the practice of Pharisees and hypocrites. Therefore, whether singing and making melody alone, or among multitudes, each participant must ensure that worship is individually sincere and comes from a glad heart. This is Spirit-filled personal worship, and this, we are to understand, is the will of the Lord.
Thanksgiving

A thankful heart is the stimulus of all joyful and God-glorifying praise and worship. By contrast, external religion not originating from a thankful heart is joyless and God-belittling, for how can a man be joyful for, or give glory to, One he is not thankful for? Therefore worship and unthankfulness cannot coexist; unthankful worship implies any of a multitude of evils.

Thankfulness is the appropriate response for being enabled to live wisely, understand the Lord’s will, and enjoy Spirit-filled praise and worship of Him. It is also fitting for being enabled to avoid unwise living, foolishness, and dissipation. Paul says our thanksgiving is offered to “the God and Father,” a reminder that the Sovereign God has assumed the role of our Father. And finding ourselves the children of such a Father possessing in infinite measure the fatherly attributes of love, guidance, and provision, what thankful children we should be! With what frequency and duration? Always. For what specifically? All things. In what manner? By the authority of, and on behalf of the character and reputation of, our Lord Jesus Christ. This is Spirit-filled thanksgiving, and this, we are to understand, is the will of the Lord.
21being subject to one another in the fear of Christ, 22wives to your own husbands as to the Lord…

Submission: The Foundation of Headship Theology 

The sentence structure of verse 21 reveals its grammatical dependence on be filled with the Spirit, hence this is an obvious continuation of Paul’s appeal to be filled with the Spirit. Notice the verb in verse 21—“being subject”—also serves as the verb for verse 22
, an indication that “wives [being subject] to your own husbands as to the Lord,” should be considered together with verse 21. More interestingly, the whole of Ephesians 5:22 - 6:9 seems to expound on various ways of “being subject to one another in the fear of Christ.” This may require our analysis of be filled with the Spirit to include 5:22-6:9. Consider the following:

5:21 
I. Be subject to one another                                  Thesis Statement for                                                             

                    Clearly modifies be filled with the Spirit                                                                Headship Theology                                                                                                                                                                                                       

A. In Marriage
5:22 
    1. Wives to husbands

5:25 
    2. Word of caution and instruction for husbands


B. In Families
6:1 
    1. Children to parents                                          

6:4 
    2. Word of caution and instruction for fathers        Explanation

C. In Slave/Master Relationships
6:5 
    1. Slaves to masters

6:9 
    2. Word of caution and instruction for masters

In other words, verse 21 appears to be a transition point in Paul’s summary of be filled with the Spirit. Having detailed Spirit-filled corporate and personal worship in 5:18-20, Paul proceeds to what we will call Spirit-filled life application beginning in verse 21. Intriguingly, this Spirit-filled life application, which continues all the way to 6:9, appears to exemplify what Kaiser calls “Headship Theology.”
 If this is so, then Headship Theology here must be considered within the context of be filled with the Spirit. 

Headship Theology can be summarized as follows: 

Man was made for God’s glory, Woman was made for Man’s glory; 

Man is the head of Woman, Christ is the head of Man.                                      Excerpted from 1 Corinthians 11:3, 7-8 

According to Kaiser, Headship Theology (which can be inferred from parallel passages 1 Corinthians 11:2-16, 1 Corinthians 14:29-35, and 1 Timothy 2:8-15) relates not to a Man or Woman’s value before God, but rather to the roles and responsibilities that God has given to them. Ephesians 5:21-6:9 appears to be one of Paul’s detailed discourses on Headship Theology. For instance, Paul introduces the principle of “be subject to one another,” then explores the profoundness of subjection in the Husband-Wife relationship in 5:22-33. He then extends this application of “be subject to one another” to the Parent-Child and Master-Slave relationships. He also interjects cautionary instruction to husbands, fathers, and masters in order to emphasize their submission and accountability directly to Christ.

This is significant in that Paul’s 5:22-6:9 commentary on Headship Theology expounds on 5:21, “being subject to one another in the fear of Christ.” Since the contextual relationship of “being subject to one another in the fear of Christ” and be filled with the Spirit has already been established, then Paul’s entire commentary on Headship Theology should also be understood within the context of be filled with the Spirit.

Conclusion:

As I have tried to demonstrate, Paul’s discourse on Be filled with the Spirit details Spirit-filled group and personal worship plus Christ-appointed roles and responsibilities in Spirit-filled marriage, family, and work relationships. For these reasons, I maintain that Be filled with the Spirit is the climax of Ephesians 5:15-21, even all the way to 6:9, as I have also tried to demonstrate.  Be filled with the Spirit is what Paul is referring to when he says understand what the will of the Lord is; and Be filled with the Spirit is Paul’s detailed explanation of the general exhortation to “look carefully to how you walk.”

Paragraphing Choices and Problem Areas of Modern Translations

Translation Teams on the inclusion or exclusion of Spirit-filled Headship Theology
NASB leaves verse 21 “be subject to one another” in the same paragraph with be filled with the Spirit, thereby confirming that “be subject to one another” is to be understood in relation to be filled with the Spirit. However, NASB starts a new paragraph at verse 22, “Wives be subject to your own husbands,” which, unfortunately, may cause the casual reader to dissociate verse 22 and, therefore, the rest of Paul’s commentary on Headship Theology, from be filled with the Spirit. 

The JB and GNB go so far as to dissociate them for us. By starting a new paragraph at verse 21 “be subject to one another” and providing no hint of verse 21’s grammatical dependence on be filled with the Spirit, Paul’s commentary on Headship Theology appears to be a separate thought entirely. 

NIV makes new paragraphs out of verses 21 and 22. As a result, “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” stands alone as a one sentence paragraph. Thus, as with NASB, JB and GNB, Paul’s commentary on Headship Theology is disconnected from its relation to be filled with the Spirit. 

Husbands and wives submitting to each other?

Another problem is that NIV’s presentation of verse 21 as a one sentence paragraph may lead the casual reader to regard “submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” as a proverb. The subsequent regard and use of “submit to one another” as if it is a stand alone proverb leads to the often heard conclusion “husbands and wives should submit to one another.”
  However, the idea of husbands and wives submitting to one another (politically correct or not) cannot be exegetically concluded from this text. From the immediate context of “be subject to one another,” we may determine that one another refers to the following:

· Women are to be subject to their husbands 5:22-24
· Children are to be subject to their parents 6:1-3
· Slaves are to be subject to their masters 6:5-8
There is no mention of husbands submitting to wives, or of parents submitting to children, or of masters submitting to slaves. However, Paul’s cautionary instruction to husbands, fathers, and masters conveys, either implicitly or explicitly, their submission to Christ and their full accountability to Him for properly fulfilling their role.

Paul’s Headship Theology Discourse: Chapter Division and Paragraphing Considerations

In fairness to the translation teams, the sheer size of Paul’s commentary on Headship Theology obviously necessitates breaking it down into easier to manage pieces, rather than making one huge paragraph out of 5:15-6:9. Even so, there may be no way to effectively include demonstrate the relation of the Parent-Child and Slave-Master components of Paul’s argument given the unfortunate placement of Chapter 6. With all due respect to Cardinal Hugo’s chapter division efforts circa A.D. 1240,
 the placement of Chapter 6 may have been more suitable at Paul’s finale on spiritual warfare (today’s 6:10), “Finally, be strong in the Lord…” rather than midway through Paul’s argument.







� That Ephesians is a calculated build-up is grammatically reflected in the influential coordinating conjunctions that tie Paul’s argument together: Eph 1:15 “For this reason…”;  2:11 “Therefore…”; 2:19 “So then…”; 3:1 “For this reason…”; 3:13 “Therefore…”; 4:1 “Therefore…”; 4:14 “As a result…”; 4:17 “So…”; 4:25 “Therefore…”; 5:1 “Therefore…”; 5:7 “Therefore…”; 5:15 “Therefore…”; 5:17 “So then…”  Hence each part of Paul’s argument successively builds upon the previous part.


� Paul alludes to this tension throughout the Epistle, e.g., in Ephesians 1:20 where Christ is said to be “far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this age…” Rule and authority and power and dominion refers to the angelic hierarchy, both good and evil (compare Phil 2:9, Col 1:16, 2:15). So then, part of what Paul is saying is that Christ is far above the hierarchy of evil angels, whose influence, nonetheless, coexists with Christ’s during this age.


� “Profligacy, dissolute.” Merrill F. Unger. The New Unger’s Bible Dictionary.. Chicago, U.S.A. The Moody Bible Institute. 1988. p. 312


� E. Goodrick and J. Kohlenberger III. New International Version Exhaustive Concordance. Grand Rapids, Michigan. Zondervan Publishing House. 1999. p. 1533 


� Titus 1:6, NIV


� Ephesians 5:18, NIV


� I do differentiate the groundless emotionalism of chaos, confusion and hysteria from a powerfully manifested conviction of sin or conception of the glory of God.


� The verb “Be subject,” or its equivalent, is frequently borrowed from verse 21 and added by translators to verse 22. See NASB, NIV, NLT, GNB  


� Walter C. Kaiser, Jr. Principles of Biblical Interpretation. Cultural Analysis Lecture-Part One. Tape 7A. “Role of Women Taught.”





 


� I am aware that Kaiser states this himself in Principles of Biblical Interpretation. Verbal Analysis. Lecture III. Tape 6A


� Cardinal Hugo added chapter divisions to the Bible text around A.D. 1240 according to Walter C. Kaiser Jr. Principles of Biblical Interpretation. Grammatical-Analysis Lecture. Tape 6B


� Hence Kaiser advises “Be careful not to allow artificial divisions of Scripture influence you.” Walter C. Kaiser Jr. Principles of Biblical Interpretation. Grammatical-Analysis Lecture. Tape 6B
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