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SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS GIVE THANKS AND SUBMIT 
Ephesians 5:20-21 (No. 41) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
March 20, 2016 

INTRODUCTION 

Eph 5:18-21 18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the 
Spirit, 19 addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to 
the Lord with your heart,20 giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, 21 submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
 

This is now our fourth week on this passage.  (And if you weren’t here, all the messages are 
online).  We’ve seen the importance of being Spirit-filled in the life of Christians.  To be Spirit-
filled is to be so characterized by the Spirit’s influence that we do what he desires us to do.  And 
we don’t have to guess at that.  We know what the Spirit requires because he wrote a book: the 
Scriptures.  So as we study the Scriptures, our mind is transformed and our desires change and 
come into conformity with his will. 

Verses 19-21 give us three results of being Spirit-filled.  Here’s what the Spirit-filled life looks 
like.  Last week, we studied verse 19 and we learned that Spirit-filled Christians sing.  If we’re 
Spirit-filled we’ll sing to God, to each other, with our hearts, and in many kinds of songs. 

This morning, we take up the final two results of the Spirit-filled life.  In verses 20-21, we see 
two additional results of the Spirit-filled life: Spirit-filled Christians give thanks and submit to 
one another.   

Let’s look at the first one. . .  

I. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS GIVE THANKS 

v. 20: "[be filled with the Spirit. . . ] giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ," 

In v. 20 there are two features of Spirit-filled thanksgiving: 

A. OUR THANKSGIVING MUST BE GODWARD 

The whole Trinity is involved in our thanksgiving.  Look how we relate to the Godhead in our 
thanksgiving. 

1. Our thanksgiving is to God. 

“giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father” 

Of all the times in the NT thanksgiving is given, only once is it given to people (Rom 16:4, 
where Paul gives thanks to Prisca and Aquilla who “risked their necks” for his life).  All the 
other times, thanksgiving is to God.  That seems to indicate a priority of our thanksgiving.  As 
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much as it’s right to express gratitude to people, how much more is it right to express gratitude to 
God.  The reason that gratitude to God is so extensive in the NT is that thanksgiving is a form of 
praise.  When we express gratitude to God, we are praising him.  Some have even said that 
thanksgiving is the highest form of praise because it acknowledges God as the source of 
everything we have.  And praise is due his name, isn’t it?  It’s our duty to give him praise in 
thanksgiving, and it’s also our delight.  We know him, so we can praise God the Father in 
thanksgiving. 

2. Our thanksgiving is through Jesus. 

“giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” 

Christians are the only people on the planet who have the right to approach God the Father.  And 
the reason for that is that we have a mediator who has opened the door to the Father’s presence.  
We have someone who has stood in the gap for us.  That mediator is Jesus. 

A person’s name is “all that a person stands for and what he has accomplished.”  It’s like a 
political sign: a politician’s name is on a yard sign and stands for all that person believes in, their 
character, their promises, their policies.  So to give thanks “in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
means that on the basis of Jesus’ sacrifice for our sins, we have access to God the Father. 

3. Our thanksgiving is energized by the Spirit. 

v. 18: “be filled with the Spirit. . . giving thanks” 

Again, true Godward thanksgiving is the result of yielding to the Spirit.  It’s what the Spirit 
wants in our lives.  So the whole Trinity is involved in our thanksgiving praise.  We give thanks 
to God, through Jesus, empowered by the Spirit. 

A second feature of Spirit-filled thanksgiving is. . .  

B. OUR THANKSGIVING MUST BE PERVASIVE 

Because it’s right to give God thanksgiving, our gratitude to him should be characteristic of our 
lives. 

1. When should we give him thanks? 

According to v. 20: always 

“giving thanks always” 

Thanksgiving should be so prevalent in our lives that we’re marked by it.  Not that we do 
nothing but give thanks to God.  But that we so frequently give thanks to God that they become 
like a string of pearls around the neck. 

2. What should we give him thanks for? 
v. 20 tells us: for everything 
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 “giving thanks always and for everything.”  Paul says the same thing in 1 Th 5:18: "give thanks 
in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you."  Does he really mean 
everything? All circumstances?  What about the bad things in life? Should we give thanks to God 
even when evil is done?  And the answer has to be: yes.  Both passages are unqualified.  “always, 
for everything, in all circumstances.”  We don’t thank God that people sin and rebel against him. 
But we do thank God that even these things work together for his purposes.   

Joseph suffered horrible trials because of his brothers’ sin, selling him into slavery. Yet at the 
end of it all, when he was reunited with his brothers and reconciled to them, he was able to say in 
Gen 50:20: "As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good..." 

The NT equivalent of that passages is: 

Ro 8:28: "And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those 
who are called according to his purpose." 

So all evil in your life, all sin, all bad things. . . and, to be sure, all good things and all blessings. . 
.  are working in the infinite mind of God and power of God a pre-determined plan to bring about 
good—his glory and your ultimate gain. 

In light of that, we can give praise of thanksgiving to God for what he has ordained. 

Ro 11:33-36: "Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable 
are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! “For who has known the mind of the Lord, or 
who has been his counselor?” “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?” For from 
him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen." 

The second result of the Spirit-filled life is that. . .  

II. SPIRIT-FILLED CHRISTIANS SUBMIT TO ONE ANOTHER 
v. 21: "[be filled with the Spirit. . . ] submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ." 

In order to understand “submission” there are two keys:We need to understand the meaning of 
submission and the motivation of submission. 

Let’s look first at. . .  

A. THE MEANING OF SUBMISSION 
The word here “submitting” = u,pota,ssomai.  It’s basic meaning is “to arrange under.”  The verb 
in this case is in the middle voice, which has the idea of doing something to yourself.  So, 
submitting here means to order yourself under an authority willingly.  Paul already used this 
word earlier in this letter: 

Eph 1:22: "And he put all things under his feet and gave him as head over all things to the 
church," 

God the Father put all things under Jesus’ feet.  Somewhat weakly translated in the ESV: “put 
under.”  Other translations: he subjected all things under his feet.  So this word always implies 
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that there’s an authority and someone/something under that authority.  This is clear from the 
many uses of the word throughout the NT.  Used 23x by Paul; 40+x in NT = so it’s a frequently 
used word.  For example: 

• Submission of Jesus to his parents: Lk 2:51 
• Submission of demons to the disciples: Lk 10:17 
• Submission of citizens to the government: Rom 13:1, 5/Titus 3:1/1 Pet 2:13 
• Submission of the universe to Christ: 1 Cor 15:27/Eph 1:22 
• Submission of unseen powers to Christ: 1 Pet 3:22 
• Submission of Christ to God the Father: 1 Cor 15:28 
• Submission of church members to church leaders: 1 Cor 16:15-16/1 Pet 5:5 
• Submission of wives to husbands: Col 3:18/Titus 2:5/1 Pet 3:5/ Eph 5:22,24 
• Submission of the church to Christ: Eph 5:24 
• Submission of slaves to masters: Titus 2:9/1 Pet 2:18 
• Submission of Christians to God: Heb 12:9/Jas 4:7 

In each of these cases, there is a relationship of submission to authority.  And the relationship is 
never mutual.  That is, none of these roles are ever reversed in the NT: 

• Husbands aren’t told to submit to their wives 
• Christ doesn’t submit to the universe 
• The disciples are never told to submit to demons 
• The government doesn’t submit to the citizens 
• The masters don’t submit to the slaves 

So the roles are never reversed.  Some put it this way: the word is never mutual in force.  That is, 
it’s always one-directional in its reference to submission to an authority.  There is an authority 
and there is someone/something submitting to that authority.   

Now, given that that’s true, why, then, does Paul say “submitting to one another.”  Is there some 
kind of ‘mutual submission’ here?  Everyone submitting to everyone else in the church body?  
There are some who want to change the meaning of the word submission to something like a 
general thoughtfulness towards others.  And they do that to try to make sense of the words “one 
another.”  But the word submission can’t mean “a thoughtfulness, or consideration towards 
others.”  That would be to stretch the word submission beyond (what we call) it’s semantic 
range.  That is, it would to stretch the word “submission” beyond what it’s capable of meaning. 

When the disciples came back to Jesus in Luk 10:17 and said with joy, “Lord, even the demons 
are subject to [same word!] us in your name!”  Surely that can’t mean: “Lord, even the demons 
exercised a general thoughtfulness and consideration towards us in your name.”  So whatever 
“one another” means here, it can’t change the meaning of “submission” to thoughtfulness. 

And, in fact, “one another” can’t modify the meaning of submission to make it some sort of 
mutual submission, because that would be a contradiction of the word itself.  There has to be an 
authority and someone under that authority for the word to have any meaning.  The word means 
to order yourself under an authority.  And that simply can’t happen everyone to everyone all at 
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the same time.  So, again, what does Paul mean by submitting to one another, if it doesn’t mean 
mutual submission?  What it means is that as we relate to one another in the church body, we 
will submit to one another according to the various roles we have.  And you can see that’s 
exactly what Paul means because the next several paragraphs are specifically about various roles 
within the church body and they are to relate to each other. 

• 5:22: wives submit to your husbands (repeated in v. 24) 
• 6:1: children obey your parents (a kind of submission) 
• 6:5: slaves obey your earthly masters 

This verse—verse 21—acts as a hinge verse.  It’s the final result of being Spirit-filled that Paul 
wants to highlight.  And it provides a segue for him to address certain roles found within the 
church at Ephesus that need special attention.  So he’s saying: depending on the relationship, 
there must be an appropriate submission.  What that looks like will depend on the relationship.  
Wives and husbands have a different relationship than slaves and masters; and therefore what 
submission looks like in these relationships will look different.  And who submits to who will 
depend on the relationship in the body.  Which is why he says submitting to “one another.” 

In effect, Paul is saying: ‘be filled with the Spirit, one of the results of that being Spirit-filled is 
to submit to one another—and here’s what that looks like in these relationships within the body 
of Christ.  Do you see the flow of thought here? 

Illustration: Premarital Counseling 

• I remember when Ingrid and I got engaged. 
• And we wanted to be married in St. Louis—which isn’t where we lived, but it was mid-

way between the families. 
• So we found a pastor in St. Louis (who we didn’t know) who agreed to perform the 

wedding. 
• On one condition: we had to drive to St. Louis (2 hours each way) for pre-marital 

counseling sessions. So we agreed to do that. 
• At the end of our last session, the pastor referenced Eph 5:21 and began to tell us that in 

marriage, there must be mutual submission. 
• And it became clear that what he meant was there must be a mutuality of thoughtfulness, 

consideration, and selflessness. 
• And, of course, that’s good advice on its own. There should be a mutuality of 

thoughtfulness, consideration, and selflessness. 
• A husband ought to be thoughtful. A husband ought to be considerate. A husband ought 

to be selfless. And vice versa. 
• You just can’t get that idea from this verse. Good advice. Wrong verse. 
• Because that’s not what submission means. 
• It’s not everyone to everyone else. It always means someone coming under the authority 

of another. 
• And Ingrid and I were thinking the same thing—read the next verse. 
• 22: “Wives, submit to your own husbands as to the Lord” and then v. 24: “Now as the 

church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands.”” 
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• If Christian submission is mutual, then not only does the church submit to Christ, but 
Christ must submit to the church. 

• Paul says that wives are to submit to their husbands. 
• But he never says husbands submit to your wives. Never reversed. 
• Instead, he gives husbands a more difficult charge: he says (v. 25) “husbands love your 

wives. . . as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” 
• Love as defined here is more difficult than submission. 
• In a few weeks, when we get to that passage, I’ll show you why. 

So the point here is that the context won’t allow “one another” in v. 21 to mean we all come 
under the authority of everyone else when we’re Spirit-filled.  That makes the whole concept of 
submission nonsensical.  The mistake the pastor made was to think that “one another” must mean 
“everyone to everyone.”  But the phrase “one another” (one word in the Gk) takes its meaning 
from the context.  In some contexts it does in fact mean “everyone to everyone” 

Jn 13:34: "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved 
you, you also are to love one another." 

But in many contexts, “everyone to everyone” doesn’t make sense as the definition of “one 
another.”  For example: 

Rev 6:4: "And out came another horse, bright red. Its rider was permitted to take peace from the 
earth, so that people should slay one another," 

That means, some would kill others. Not that everyone would stab everyone else at the same 
time. That would be quite a sword! 

Lk 2:15: "When the angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, 
“Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made 
known to us.”" 

Did the shepherds all say that phrase all at the same time to each other? 1-2-3-Go!  No, someone 
said that and everyone agreed. 

Ga 6:2: "Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ." 

Does that mean we all get together and swap burdens. I’ll give you mine and you give me yours.  
That’s not the context. Some who are strong will help those who are weak.  So “one another” can 
mean “some to others.”  It’s a term of relationship. Exactly how that relationship goes, depends 
on the context.   

So in summary.  Submission doesn’t describe a symmetrical relationship.  It always has to do 
with an ordered relationship in which one person has some kind of leadership authority over 
another.  Paul will specify three of these relationships in the verses that follow.  But his point 
here is: Spirit-filled believers are submissive to those in authority over them.  Spirit-filled 
Christians submit to one another according to the various roles we have.  One of the marks of 
Spirit-filled maturity is a desire to be submissive to authorities.  One of the marks of immaturity 
is a desire to rebel and resist authorities. 
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So we’ve seen the meaning of submission. The second key to understanding submission is. . .  

B. THE MOTIVATION OF SUBMISSION 

v. 21: "[be filled with the Spirit. . . ] submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ." 

The words “out of” signal motivation.  We submit to one another according to the various roles 
we have because we’re motivated by our reverence for Christ.  In light of what we’ve seen, this 
makes sense: The reason Spirit-filled Christians submit to one another is because all of us are 
under the authority of Christ.  All of us submit to Christ. 

Just as it says in v. 24: “Now as the church submits to Christ. . .” 

So because we want to honor, respect, fear, revere Christ and his authority in our life, we want to 
honor all that he demands from us.  That includes submitting to the earthly authorities he’s 
placed us under. 

CONCLUSION 

So as we wrap up what it means to be Spirit-filled, what a picture we’ve seen.  It is vital to the 
health of this church and your maturity as a Christian to walk Spirit-filled.  We are to live a life 
filled with the Spirit.  Submitting to the Spirit’s desires day-by-day, occasion-to-occasion.  And 
the Spirit’s filling will be manifested in our life in: 

• Singing 
• Giving thanks 
• Submitting 
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