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Walking Wisely 

Ephesians 5:15-21 

 
The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; 

all those who practice it have a good understanding. 
 

 So says the psalmist in Psalm 111:10,
1
 part of our Call to Worship this morning. Today’s  

Old Testament Lesson from Proverbs reiterates this truth as well. 

 We often hear a lot about wisdom. We hear about conventional wisdom (the generally 

accepted beliefs or opinions about something) or worldly wisdom (what people think is wise 

according to the world’s standards and viewpoint). And of course in church and in the Bible we 

hear about God’s wisdom or godly wisdom. 

 That’s what Paul is talking about here in our text, Ephesians 5:15-21—walking in godly 

wisdom, or walking wisely. 

As Paul wrote Ephesians, he dealt in the first half of the letter with God’s great eternal 

purpose to bring all things together under one head, Jesus Christ. That involves redeeming a 

people for himself from among both Jews and Gentiles, and bringing them together in unity in 

one new humanity, the body of Christ, the church. Only God can do that, and Paul declares that 

in Jesus Christ, that’s exactly what God is doing. 

 In 2:10, Paul states that these people God has saved by his grace, who once walked in the 

dark ways of this world, should now walk in good works, the way that God has prepared for 

them. 

 In the second half of the letter, Paul builds on this idea of walking a certain way because of 

what God has done for us. In most cases several translations like the NIV and NRSV translate the 

Greek word for “walk” as “live.” That’s accurate as to the sense, but I think the more literal 

translation of “walk” (as in the ESV and NASB), paints the picture of our journey together through 

the Christian life much more vividly. 

 

Learning how to walk . . . 

Paul says that we are to walk worthy of our calling (4:1); that we should no longer walk as 

the pagans walk (4:17); that we should walk in love as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us 

(5:2); and that we who formerly walked in darkness should now walk as children of light (5:8). 

 Then pulling all this together, he says in 5:15-16,  
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“Look carefully, then how you walk, not as unwise, but as wise, 
making the best use of the time, because the days are evil.” 

 

 Now it’s interesting the way Paul phrases all this. 

 We are to “look carefully”—to watch out how we walk. The old KJV puts it, “See then that ye 

walk circumspectly . . . .” Years ago, I read in a devotional guide that to walk circumspectly is to 

walk like a cat on a wall. I think that’s a pretty good image for what Paul was talking about here!  

 Twice Paul calls on his readers to be wise rather than foolish—in 5:15 he says, walk “not as 

unwise but as wise,” and in 5:17 he says, “do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the 

Lord is.” 

 And in the midst of this exhortation about walking wisely Paul gives us in 5:16 a key aspect 

of what that involves—“making the best use of the time, because the days are evil.” 

  

Redeeming the time . . .  

The language Paul uses here is the language of the marketplace. The word he uses literally 

means “buying up the time.” It’s the picture of cornering the market on an opportunity. It’s also 

the language of redemption—it could just as easily be translated, as the KJV does, “redeeming the 

time, because the days are evil.” When you redeem something in the sense that the New 

Testament uses the word, you’re talking about buying something to rescue it. The picture is that 

of buying the opportunity out of bondage to this evil age so it can be used properly. 

 The word Paul uses here for “time” is interesting as well. The Greek language has at least 

two words for “time.” One is chrónos, the basis for our words like “chronology” and 

“chronological.” You might say that chrónos is clock time, “tick-tock time.” 

 The other word is kaíros, and has to do with seasonal time. It’s about opportunity. And that’s 

the word Paul uses here. 

You see, Paul is looking at things from the eternal perspective, understanding that this 

present age is evil, that it’s passing away, and its time is limited. But until God brings the coming 

new and good age in its fullness, the age of resurrection and glory when he brings everything 

together in perfect unity under Christ and makes all things new in him, we must live in this 

present age. And because we are redeemed in Christ and really belong to that eternal age, we 

must make the most of every opportunity we have here now to walk as he intends for us to walk, 

to be who he intends us to be, and to do what he intends us to do. 

While he was certainly no hero to Tennessee Volunteer fans, Paul “Bear” Bryant, the long-

time and legendary coach of the University of Alabama’s Crimson Tide football team, used to 

tell of an incident that happened early in his career when he was coaching at Kentucky. In the 

midst of a heated game against Tennessee, Kentucky fumbled the ball right in front of the bench. 

As players were scrambling for the ball right on the sideline, somebody kicked over a box 

containing eight more footballs. When the dust settled, Tennessee had recovered five balls, and 

Kentucky four. 

 Well, the resourceful officials that day awarded the ball to Tennessee! Now the fact is that 

only one of those balls was the actual game ball. And who knows but that the game ball was one 

of the four that Kentucky had recovered? But you might say that the Vols had made the most of 

the opportunity, and they got the ball!
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Understanding the Lord’s will . . . 

 As we seek God’s direction and will, sometimes there appear to be multiple opportunities, 

and the opportunities seem to confuse us, like nine footballs rolling around on the field. How do 

we know which one is really the game ball—the real opportunity we need to make the most of 

for God’s kingdom? 

 Again, Paul stresses wisdom, but not human wisdom—“Therefore, do not be foolish, but 

understand what the will of the Lord is” (5:17). Simple, right? Sort of like the proverbial final 

exam with one question: “Explain the universe and give three examples.” 

 But that’s the second aspect of walking wisely. 

How can we understand what God’s will is, and thus know which opportunity or 

opportunities we need to focus on and make the most of? 

 In Romans 12:2, Paul addresses the issue from a little different angle. There he calls on 

believers not to be conformed to this world by allowing this present age to squeeze us into its 

mold, but rather to be transformed by the renewing of our minds, with the result being that we 

test and prove what God’s will is, “what is good and acceptable and perfect.” 

 When I was a student at Campbell University in Buies Creek, North Carolina (more than 30 

years ago now), I had Dr. Jerry Wallace, who just retired as the president, for a class on Christian 

Ethics. It was my freshman year, and it was a tough class. As we made our way through the 

semester, we often struggled with the issue of making the hard decisions. The black and white 

ones were easy, but some situations could be far more complicated. As we would consider the 

questions and circumstances and discuss the options, I well remember how time and time again, 

Dr. Wallace would look at us and simply quote that majestic, almost musical King James 

rendering of Proverbs 3:5-6—  
 

Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; 
and lean not unto thine own understanding. 
In all thy ways acknowledge him, 
and he shall direct thy paths. 

 

That’s good advice for understanding the Lord’s will! Simply trust him wholeheartedly, and he 

will guide us! 

 

Being filled with the Spirit . . . 

 There’s a third aspect of walking wisely that Paul gives us in this text: “And do not get drunk 

with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit . . .” (5:18). Notice the contrast 

he’s drawing here, just as he’s done before. 

 When someone is drunk on alcohol (or high on some other kind of drug), they lose control of 

themselves under its influence. It causes them to lose inhibitions, so that they do things they 

might not do when they’re sober. 

 Paul says that instead, followers of Jesus must live under the Spirit’s influence. When we 

yield ourselves completely to God’s Spirit, we live in a way that’s consistent with who he’s 

calling us to be and what he’s calling us to do. And that will produce certain attitudes and 

activities in our lives. 

 For one thing, it will produce a worshipful heart in us. We’ll want to join with other 

believers in worship to God, “addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 

singing and making melody to the Lord with [our] heart” (5:19). All throughout my ministry 

over more than three decades, I’ve seen and heard people who profess to be Christians claim, 
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either by their words or their absence, that they either don’t need or don’t think it’s that 

important to worship God along with other believers. And they’re dead wrong! One evidence of 

being filled with the Spirit is this desire to worship God with his people. You’ve probably heard 

me say it before, but I’ll say it again: you can never be the Christian you ought to be without 

participation in the life and worship of the church! Obviously I’m talking about those who are 

able to do so; those who can’t because of illness or other legitimate hindrances usually 

desperately miss being involved in worship and service in the church.  

 Paul also says that being filled with the Spirit produces a grateful heart in believers. 

 We live in an ungrateful world, and unfortunately, believers often fall into that spirit of 

ingratitude. But when we are filled with the Spirit, the Spirit makes us aware of how though we 

have not deserved his grace, God has blessed us beyond measure. When we realize that God has 

lavished on us far more than we deserve, a genuine gratitude grows in our hearts. Even in the 

most difficult circumstances, we learn to “[give] thanks always and for everything to God the 

Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (5:20)—like the dear lady in our second church 

who, years after she had it, gave thanks to God for her heart attack, because it had been the 

occasion for her to draw closer to the Lord. 

 And then there’s one other thing Paul mentions here. When we’re living under the Spirit’s 

influence, we’ll have a right attitude toward other believers and we’ll live in a proper 

relationship with them—“submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ” (5:21). We’ll put 

others ahead of ourselves. 

 

Walking wisely . . . 

 The psalmist was right: “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.” And that’s what 

Paul calls us to here—to be careful to walk wisely. 

To walk wisely means to make the most of the opportunities God gives us, to understand what 

the Lord’s will is, and to be filled with the Spirit. Being filled with the Spirit results in worship, 

genuine gratitude to God, and a right attitude toward and proper relationship with other believers. 

 So, are you walking wisely?  
MEG 

                                                 
1
 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version

®
. 

2
 Richard Doebler, “Tempus Fidget,” Leadership Weekly e-newsletter (9-30-03). 


