
Sermon 29: Ephesians 5:19-21: The Church-shaped Spirit Filled Life 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
How do you know your life is controlled by the Spirit?  It is not by having visions and 

dreams, prophecies and tongues, or casting out demons, Judas could do all these and was 
not Spirit filled.  Paul outlines for us in verses 18-21 what a Spirit filled life looks like.  The 
imperative of being filled with the Spirit if obeyed results in us ‘addressing one another in 

psalms’, in us making melody to the Lord with our hearts, a pervasive atmosphere of 
thanksgiving arises, mutual submission and reverence.  Test yourself to see if you are Spirit 
filled or walking according to the flesh.  Do you seek out the saints to share in your common 
joy or are you isolated and self-absorbed?  Do you find your own spiritual experience 

echoed in the songs and prayers of Scripture as well as those written by other Spirit filled 
people and feel the urge to sing or are you empty of joy and filled with the songs about vain 
things written by unsaved people?  Is your heart smitten and in constant song before the 

Lord or is there an obsession over other things?  Are you always grateful for the constant 
stream of grace that makes up your life and pour out thanks to God or are you covetous?  
Are you living humbly before others as a willing servant glad to give in any way you can or 

do you constantly veil your conceit and see others as an inconvenience?  Do you live your 
life deeply conscious of Christ’s presence and will seeking to please Him and fearing to sin or 
are you indifferent to Christ and live as if God is not real not watching all that you do? 

 
In this next section Paul is going to show us what the Spirit filled life looks like.  If we had to 
answer the question what does the Spirit filled life look like, we could answer it in many 

ways.  We could point to the fruits of the Spirit as a good summary, Paul’s view in this 
context is more ‘churchy’.  You will remember that throughout Ephesians the idea of Jews 
and Gentiles being united in one body has been a central theme.  Therefore unity was a 

central call; and the many responsibilities of what to do and what not to do to one another 
were emphasized.  Paul chooses to describe a church shaped Spirit filled life.  There are at 
least 3 things that we share in when the Spirit fills us.  Worship, thanksgiving, and 

submission.   
 
Worship 

 
Firstly, Paul anticipates the Spirit Filled life to be a fellowship filled life, verse 19 is one of the 
many one anothering verses, in this instance, ‘Addressing one another in psalms and hymns 

and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your hearts to the Lord with your heart.’  
Our common experience of grace turns us towards one another not away from one another.  
Our worship becomes shared and not privatized.  The exposing and forgiving we have 

experienced enables us not to hide from others.  The Spirit who unites us into one body 
draws us to one another.  God puts us into a body and as a saved family and community we 
share in our appreciation in public worship.  In pain and sin we tend to insulate ourselves 
but as we sit under the word God ministers to us from outside our protective cocoon.  When 

we sing together our minds are lifted to truths which minister to us.  As we pray together 
we are impressed with one another’s needs, fervour and goodness of God.  As we eat of the 
Lord’s Supper we are reminded of our standing before God, our union with one another, our 



true identity, our ultimate destiny and many other things.  The Spirit filled life is a church 
filled life.  If you are not worshipping with God’s people then you are not pursuing the Spirit 

filled life.   
 
Now this verse has confused a lot of people because it seems to say that we should talk to 

one another in prose.  Paul is not describing a weird, facilitated and forced awkwardness 
where we look one another in the eye and sing to each other. He is describing the 
spontaneous joint joy where the heart that is overflowing manifests in the mouth singing.  

James 5:13 says, ‘Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let 
him sing praise.’  But not only is our singing a response to a gracious God that we 
encourage each other with, it is also a way in which we speak the word of God to one 

another.  Paul says that we are addressing one another.  Religion often becomes 
internalized.  Think about how many people go in search of private spiritual experiences, 
who think it is more valuable to have deep personal times with the Lord than to gather with 

His people, think about how people stress their private emotional responses and internal 
voices at the expense of corporate worship.  Reformed worship recognizes that God has 
appointed others to speak His word into our lives and the Spirit will use that word to 
minister to us.  Elders have been appointed to speak God’s word to us, and worship is 

appointed in part for us to speak that word to one another. 
 
As for the content of our worship Paul talks about psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.  I 

think we are past the discussion of having to show why exclusive psalmody is not what Paul 
intends here.  But what it does alert us to is the importance of biblical content in our 
worship.  A lot of worship focuses on how we feel about God instead of considering the 

glory of God; a lot of modern worship relies heavily on the musical accompaniment and 
atmosphere created by the stage and lights rather than being rich in biblical content that our 
hearts are moved by a presentation of biblical truth that we sing to one another, rather than 

the empty emoting provoked by externals.  What thinking lies behind our approach to 
worship in this church?  We believe that the Spirit blesses, and uses the word of God to save 
and sanctify, so we choose songs that are biblically rich.  We try and find musical styles that 

are in keeping with the biblical truths and middle of the road enough that are singable by 
the largest group of preferences.  We trust that the songs we sing are so rich in speaking of 
the Christ that we love that you love to sing them even if they don’t line up with your 

musical preferences. 
 
Paul also talks about ‘singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart.’  Such a 

simple comment but what a profound reality.  Here we are reminded that worship flows 
from our hearts.  We can be in the right place, with the right people, saying all the right 
words, to the right tune and not be worshipping.  To worship with your heart means to 

worship in sincerity not hypocritically, to be deliberate and thoughtful about what you are 
singing.  Do you connect with God when you sing, what I mean is, do you focus on Him and 
give Him the love of your heart, and allow the truth of the words you are singing about 

move you to thank or praise Him for the thing you are singing about.  To worship with your 
heart means to worship Him with love and adoration, it is not cold and perfunctory.  This is 
where the things we are singing about become so important, how do we ensure that our 

hearts are moved in love and we are not merely lip-synching?  We meditate upon the 
Biblical truth as it speaks of His majesty, of His love, of His sacrifice for His Church.  To 
worship with your heart also means with effort, we talk about putting some heart into a 
thing.  Do not be content to offer to God that which costs you nothing, think of the fervour 

of the angels and how they worship God, worship Him from the heart.   
 
 



Thanksgiving 
 

  But Paul sees the Spirit filled life not only one of worship but thanksgiving, v20, ‘giving 
thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.’  It 
is interesting to me that of all the aspects of our worship that Paul could emphasize he 

chooses to expand on thanksgiving.  He could have expanded on the joy of our salvation, 
the peace we experience, or adoration of God and His work, but no he focuses on 
thanksgiving.  This is a vital frame of mind in the Spirit filled life.  Thanksgiving is the 

acknowledgement of God’s goodness to us, that we are receivers, that we are unworthy and 
that He is generous towards us.  If we know our sin and see the extent of God’s kindness to 
us all our lives will be ones of thanksgiving because we deserve nothing yet we receive so 

much.  This acknowledgement that we stand under the fountain of God’s grace is essential 
in marriage and all of the Christian life.   
 

If we start with who we are we recognise that we are sinners who deserve nothing except 
judgement.  There is nothing that we have received that is good that we can say, ‘God owed 
me this.’  Our bodies, our looks, our jobs, our families, our provisions, they are all of God 
and by grace to those who only deserve judgement.  Even the unbeliever lives under God’s 

common grace and should acknowledge this in thanks.  For this reason we can easily give 
thanks always and for everything as Paul instructs.  He is not asking us to pretend 
thankfulness using the words of thanks as magic to generate fulfilled promises of happy 

feelings, but they are to be the result of pondering our position of unworthy sinners in God’s 
grace.  The great the sight we have of our own poverty the greater our thanks will be.     
 

If we start with who God is we recognise an infinite number of reasons to be thankful.  Not 
only does God in His love and mercy extend grace and not wrath towards us He also 
exercises all of His goodness for us.  He does not become indifferent to us and our needs He 

acts as a Father, a Shepherd, a Husband to the needs of His children.  He acts by His 
providence and strength in ordinary and extraordinary ways ordering our paths according to 
a plan that is perfect and better than anything we could design for ourselves.  He answers 

prayer in His wisdom with yes, no or not yet answers always giving the exact answer that 
we need.  He appoints trials for our good not our destruction seeking our highest happiness 
in holiness and a life that glorifies Him.  He has given us all the resources we require to do 

His holy will enabling where He has commanded by giving us the gift of the person of God 
the Spirit to dwell within us, the church, the word and many other encouragements.  Even 
when we sin He does not cast us off but accepts our repentance and works all things 

together for good.  It is no wonder then that Paul can say that we should thank God always 
and for everything.  The greater the sight of God’s person and work the greater out 
thanksgiving will be. 

 
Think of the Holy Spirit and how He causes thanksgiving.  He is the Spirit of adoption, He 
bears witness with our spirits that we are children of God.  He reinforces the reality that we 

are adopted by a King with eternal riches.  He ministers this truth to us in the midst of our 
daily struggles.  He is the Spirit of Christ who tells us what Christ has accomplished for us, 
who Christ is to us, and applies all that is Christ’s to us.   

 
Paul goes on to tell us that our thanks should be addressed to the Father, as Christ taught 
us to address the Father in the Lord’s prayer.  And he tells us that we offer out thanks in the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, for all prayer can only be acceptable to God when it is 

offered through Christ who purifies and improves our petitions with His own righteousness 
and intercession. 
 



Submission 
 

When we hear words submit, we are now trained through modern ideologies to think of 
oppressors and oppressed, of controlling power structures, of false narratives used to 
control.  But the Bible when it calls us to submit to one another is calling upon us recognise 

the equality between us and the obligations we have to serve one another.  There is to be a 
mutual humility which results in mutual service.   
 

Humility is to remember that we are made for God; pride is to act like God.  Humility is to 
remember we are receivers of all good things; pride is to think we are the source of our 
good.  Humility is happy to serve like Jesus; pride is not happy unless served.  Humility is 

happy to suffer for Jesus; pride thinks it deserves blessing and ease.  Humility listens and 
learns then speaks; pride is quick to voice its opinions.  Humility accepts correction and is 
self-critical of personal weaknesses; pride is oversensitive, critical of others and oblivious to 

personal faults.  Humility is patient and hardworking expecting fruitfulness after hard work 
and commitment; pride is impatient, lazy and expects everything to be handed over on a 
silver platter without working or waiting.  Humility is always thankful thinking it has more 
than it deserves; pride is always bitter thinking it has less than it deserves.  Humility prays in 

constant dependence upon God; pride brags constantly declaring its own strength.  Humility 
is the next sign of a Spirit filled life that comes to us from Ephesians 5:21, ‘submitting to one 
another out of reverence for Christ.’   

 
Humility, although not mentioned as a fruit of the Spirit in the famous list in Gal. 5 is a vital 
outworking of the Spirit filled life.  God dwells by His Spirit with the humble, Is. 57:15, ‘For 

thus says the One who is high and lifted up, who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: "I 
dwell in the high and holy place, and also with him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit, to 
revive the spirit of the lowly, and to revive the heart of the contrite.’  If we have humble 

hearts where we do not quench of grieve the Spirit with pride then we will have hearts that 
are fertile for submission towards others as well. 
 

The gospel equips each one of us to be ready to submit and serve one another.  This is 
what Paul indicates in Phil. 2:1-5, ‘So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort 
from love, any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, 2 complete my joy by 

being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. 3 Do 
nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. 
4 Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. 5 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus.’  Look at how Paul reminds 
them of the fullness that God has already given to them in v1.  We have received 
encouragement from being in Christ, all our depression over our sins and the hopelessness 

of our lives without Christ is resolved.  We also have comfort from love.  We know that 
God’s love was set upon us with a perfect knowledge of all of our sin, that it was 
unchangeably set upon from eternity past, that there is nothing that can separate us from 

that love, and we know it as the Spirit sheds it abroad in our hearts.  We participate in the 
Spirit having true union and communion with Him.  The Spirit lives within our sinful hearts 
and causes all the benefits of Christ’s to be ours.  Affection and sympathy are probably 

referring to the blessings that are received from other Christians who have embraced us into 
the family of God and minister to us in our trials.  In light of this fullness give, let others 
drink from your cup which is overflowing.  I would add that every week God continues to 
serve us not in God resaving us every week but through the means of God transforming us 

and filling us again.   
 



When we were under the law we were under the compulsion to try and do, do, do in order 
to wash ourselves form sin and gain a way into heaven.  We were fixated upon the law and 

false self-made religion to find our acceptance with God.  But God in His grace saves us and 
does for us what we could not do for ourselves and fits us to live for others pouring out all 
that energy we were giving to save ourselves and serve our false idols to others.  Paul 

indicates this in Gal. 5:13, ‘For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your 
freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.’  Once God is 
our God and our saviour all that exertion to serve our idols and our salvation can now be 

given to others, and in marriage to our spouses.   
 
In Phil. 2 Paul indicates that the God served life manifests in an other serving life.  In 2:2 we 

see it should manifest in unity.  I can work with others and for others because I have all I 
need in God.  In 2:3 we see that the God served life results in a putting away of rivalry and 
having to prove our worth by making ourselves look better than others.  It results in us 

putting aside our conceit and thinking we are better than others because who we are as 
God’s children determines our self-worth not looking good by comparing ourselves with 
others holding them down in our estimation so have a little self-respect.  Paul tells us that in 
humility we should count others better than ourselves.  This does not mean that we lie to 

ourselves, but that we count them more significant.  We ought to treat one another as more 
important than ourselves.  None of us is vital because growth and blessing come from God.  
Mordecai reminded Esther of this truth in 4:14.  She had a prime position to plead for the 

deliverance of the Jews but if she refused Mordecai told her God did not need her and cause 
raise up help from somewhere else.  Paul says in Romans 12:10, ‘Outdo one another in 
showing honor.’  We are to love one another as ourselves, Phil. 2:4 and have the mind of 

Christ who gave up the heavenly glory and worship of angels in order to serve.  It is only 
with the servant heart of Christ flowing from a God served life that we will be able to submit 
to one another in church and our other callings.  

 
This is what I think Paul means when he says submit to one another out of a reverence for 
Christ.  It is our consideration of Christ and all that He has done, that God would serve the 

unworthy, that we are moved to revere our God and to imitate His humility and service. 
 
So are you living the Spirit filled life?  Does your life overflow in going to Church; in 

participating in corporate worship; in a stream of unbroken thanksgiving; and an attitude of 
humility that enables you to be the servant of all men?       
      

   
 
 

         
    
 


