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“No place for individualism” 
Ephesians 5:21 

 
I’m not really sure if it’s getting worse, or if we’re just becoming more aware of it or if maybe our own 

sensitivities are increasing, but contemporary culture does seem to be undergoing something of a sea 

change.  Of course, as with any other change on that kind of macro or meta scale, it happens very slowly 

and it’s not until we look back over years or even decades that we spot the shift, so this has been going on 

for a while, but it seems to me that at present there is a good deal more oppression, a lot more abuse, a 

huge spike in individualism and a real unwillingness to accept authority or even to acknowledge that there 

are other points of view than one’s own.  We’ve seen it in all kinds of areas from the liberalisation of 

sexuality to the fierce and often abusive debates over Brexit. 

 

Now, of course, much of it is down to human nature and to the inherent selfishness that most people seem 

to harbour, but in the past there were laws and conventions and agreed ways of behaving that kept much 

of it in check.  Since the 18th century Enlightenment and, more recently, the need for a complete de-

regulating of pretty well everything in pursuit of a particular economic goal, those checks seem to have 

disappeared and we are left with a free-loading society that is driven by individualism and self-

centredness.  There were naturally elements of all this in Paul’s day – the culture in which he and the 

readers of his letter in Ephesus was also pretty selfish and people looked out for themselves most of the 

time – so he has to deal with it in what he writes to these new Christians in their fledgling churches 

around the west of Asia Minor (what we now know as Turkey). 

 

Paul has set out in the first three chapters of this letter what it is that Christians believe – he has written of 

God’s will, of Jesus’ work, of the activity of the Holy Spirit and explained why we follow Jesus.  In this 

second part of the letter, he tells us about the difference that should make in our lives, how we should live 

it out.  Paul sees the Christian community as being a distinctive entity in their culture, living out what 

they believe about God and his world, modelling something different from what is going on around them.  

They are not to be drawn into the way the world around thinks and behaves, but to have their thinking, 

their attitudes transformed by being filled with God’s Spirit.  That will mean that they live out their faith 

in the day-to-day contexts of their relationships, their families and their workplaces, as he goes on to 

explain in the rest of chapter 5 and the first part of chapter 6. 

 

Linking that with what he has just been saying is 5:21, the sentence where we will focus our thoughts this 

morning.  The way most translations set this out in interesting, because they pretty well all have 5:21 as a 

sentence on its own, but it’s part of a sentence that begins halfway through 5:18.  After the exhortation ot 



“Be filled with the Spirit”, there is a series of participles – “speaking … singing … making music … 

giving thanks … submitting.”  They are all outcomes of this infilling of the Holy Spirit. 

 

So this sentence is linked very closely to what has gone before, but it helps to introduce what’s coming 

up.  What’s coming up is, as we’ve said, some specific advice about particular situations, but this here is 

the underlying principle which governs all that – “Be filled with the Spirit … submitting to one another 

out of reverence for [or fear of] Christ.”  It’s a word that is desperately needed in our contemporary 

culture.  It’s the key text in this passage – indeed in the whole of this “how” section of Paul’s letter.  It is 

a verse which applies to us all, regardless of our marital state, our fertility or our employment.  Without 

this verse, the examples actually make no sense.  And without taking seriously what this verse says, the 

church could not exist: it certainly could not exist and have anything like an effective witness. 

 

Now, great deal of ink has been spilled thrashing out what “submit” actually means.  The Greek word is 

translated into English in many different ways, even in the New Testament.  We are not going to take up 

our time this morning with abstruse linguistic arguments – often we only do that to try and find ways out 

of having to do what the text clearly implies anyway!  It seems fairly clear, I hope, that we are talking 

here about respect and love for one another.  This is an injunction against individualistic, opinionated, 

self-assertive behaviour in the Church. 

 

Yes, we are all individuals, and for that we praise God.  He treats us each as unique, special people who 

have gifts, abilities and attributes that are peculiar to us.  Jesus died to save us on a personal level.  We 

repent as individuals.  We serve God as individuals, each with our own sphere of activity, each with our 

own personal story.  But although we are individuals, we are not to be individualistic.  As we’ve already 

said, our society has been turned into a highly individualistic one.  It is every man and woman for himself 

or herself.  A measure of that is the extent to which “personal” has become a prefix on the front of so 

many words and phrases.  The idea that there might be a greater good which is communitarian in nature, 

or that I might have some responsibilities as well as rights, or that we need to pull together if we are to 

achieve anything worthwhile has sadly been losing its currency in recent years. 

 

And, of course, it has had its effect on the Church.  The privatisation of faith, the desire to meet our own 

needs rather than to reach out and help others with theirs, concepts such as personal wholeness – these 

things have begun to gnaw away at the whole idea of fellowship.  The imperative to support one another – 

spiritually, emotionally, materially – is losing ground and we see in church, as in the rest of society, the 

rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer, the articulate and educated using their gifts to further their 

own agendas rather than to help those less fortunate, the spiritually secure ignoring those who are really 

struggling.  Paul’s notion that we might be filled with the Holy Spirit is taken to be the excuse for all 



kinds of individual spiritual experiences, but rarely seen as issuing forth in a community where we 

“submit to one another”, where we reverence each other as children of God, fellow travellers on the road 

to heaven, where we consider the interests of others before our own. 

 

Sisters and brothers in Christ, if we are truly filled with the Holy Spirit, not only will our public and 

private worship be enhanced by the things mentioned in vv19,20, but there will be an obvious sense of 

wanting to subordinate our own desires and aspirations to those of others, of wanting to respect each other 

in ways that will be a beacon of light to an individualistic and self-centred world.  We will want our own 

lives, our own activities, our own hopes and dreams to be influenced by other people as we listen to each 

other sincerely, as we look at the ways in which we can help one another, as we submit our own wills to 

the searching gaze of Christ. 

 

That’s what these examples are all about.  Apologies, but another point of grammar to bore you with.  

V22 has no verb in it.  Paul is simply carrying on his argument without a break.  “Be filled with the Spirit 

... submitting to one another ... wives to your husbands.”  He clarifies it in v24, admittedly, but this is all 

part of the same thought.  And I would suggest that it continues through these verses, so that men who are 

filled with the Spirit will love their wives, children will obey their parents as a mark of the Holy Spirit’s 

presence, fathers will avoid provoking their children and so on.  Dr Martin Lloyd-Jones’s sermons on this 

section was entitled Life in the Spirit in Marriage, Home and Work.  (We were given that book as a 

wedding present by the person who preached at our wedding, who in one of those odd quirks of 

connection within the Christians world, I discovered very recently, is Malcolm Flanagan’s brother.)   Our 

Spirit-filled lives should issue forth into renewed patterns of behaviour and relating.  And John Stott’s 

commentary on Ephesians in the Bible Speaks Today series is called God’s New Society.  If God is at 

work in us through is Holy Spirit, as we have seen is his purpose, then we should be like a “new society” 

within the wider one, a pointer towards the real purposes of God. 

 

Now much of what we have said so far – about relationships, communitarianism, all this being good for 

society – is not just done for its own sake (although it would be a very pleasant change from much of 

what we see going on around us).  Paul says that we are to be “filled with the Spirit ... submitting to one 

another out of reverence for Christ.”  What Paul actually writes here is translated literally as “in the fear 

of Christ”.  “Reverence” communicates some of it, but there’s also a sense of awe and of real respect 

here.  In fact, in some circumstances there is an element of terror, too.  (The Greek word is, after all, the 

word which gives us our English word “phobia”.) 

 

Why are we to express our Spirit-filledness in this way, in submitting to one another?  Because we submit 

to Christ.  He is described here as our Head (v23), as the husband of the Church (v27), as the saviour of 



and provider for the Church (vv25,29) – all models for husbands to adopt, says Paul – and as our Master 

and Rewarder (vv7,8).  He deserves our awe and our reverence.  He deserves our submission and 

obedience.  Because we submit to him, we submit to each other and demonstrate that submission in our 

human relationships.  That’s God’s will, God’s purpose.  We’ll look at that in more detail in the coming 

weeks, but it’s important that we understand this verse in order to be able to grasp the seriousness of what 

Paul is writing.  These three situations – marriage, home and work – are given as examples of what 

happens when we take seriously Paul’s exhortation to submit to one another.  We express our respect and 

love for one another as the result of being filled with the Spirit.  And our being filled with the Spirit is 

“what the Lord’s will is.”  Paul writes that in v17.  We’ve already seen that our behaviour should grow 

out of our belief in God and our acceptance of his grace, and if we are fully to embody that in our daily 

lives, we need to know what God really wants us to do.  “Don’t be foolish,” says Paul, “but find out what 

God really wants from you.  He wants you to be filled with the Holy Spirit and then to go on and express 

that in these ways.” 

 

I hope you are beginning to see how this all fits together as a way of demonstrating the purposes of God.  

Paul has talked in fairly general terms about our behaviour: it should reflect our unity in Christ and should 

be expressed in such things as encouraging one another, avoiding sexual immorality, not being greedy 

and so on.  But here he will ground it even more firmly in our day to day experience; in our homes and in 

our workplaces, the places we find ourselves each and every day, the places from which there is really no 

escape.  Here – in these very real, very practical situations – we should be living for God, we should be 

being filled with the Spirit, we should be shrugging off the individualistic, self-seeking, privatised agenda 

of the world around and looking to the interests of others because of our reverence, our fear of Christ. 

 

I would venture to suggest that if things are not right between us in our homes – between husband and 

wife, between parents and children – and in our workplaces, then it’s because there are problems in our 

relationship with Jesus Christ.  I realise that that might seem a very simplistic equation in many situations 

and it is, of course, complicated when we are dealing on a daily basis with people who themselves have 

no time for Christ at all.  But when things start to deteriorate, the first thing to check out is your 

relationship with Jesus and whether you are being filled with the Holy Spirit. 

 

In the church, of course, where we all claim to have “reverence for Christ”, then we really do need to 

take a long hard look at how well we are relating to one another and to Jesus.  We are, as we have seen, 

the means by which God shows his grace to the world, and if we are not sorted out here, if Christian 

families, employees and employers are not living as he wants, and we are not, within the fellowship of the 

church, submitting to one another – respecting one another, caring for one another, putting the interests of 

others and of the community as a whole before our own – then the witness we have to the world outside is 



not as it should be.  Jesus abdicated all rights and all privileges when he came into our world to die on the 

cross for our sins.  He submitted himself to the will of his Father and to the humiliation of the cross.  

What is our response to that amazing love, to the unmerited grace of God in our lives?  Are we truly 

wanting to live within his purposes?  Are we being filled with the Spirit?  And is that experience of the 

Holy Spirit really helping us to lead lives that are more concerned with the good of others than our own 

narrowly defined goals? 

 

As creatures made in the image of God, all our human relationships and activity necessarily find their 

meaning in Christ.  It should be part of our humanity, but the way sin and evil have distorted and 

perverted that original plan of God’s means that dignity, equality and unity are fast disappearing from our 

relationships.  As we follow the way of Jesus, as we allow the Holy Spirit to fill us, so delusions of 

superiority are banished: the enhanced sense of entitlement that many of us clearly hold on to, the 

potential for anarchy and disorder that is the ultimate consequence of all this individualism – all that is 

swept away as we live out our calling and express in our attitudes and behaviour the amazing grace of 

God that was demonstrated in the selfless sacrifice of Jesus.  “Submit to one another out of reverence for 

Christ.” 
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Paul sees the Christian community as being a distinctive entity in their culture, living out what they 
believe about God and his world, modelling something different from what is going on around them.  
They are not to be drawn into the way the world around thinks and behaves, but to have their thinking, 
their attitudes transformed by being filled with God’s Spirit.  That will mean that they live out their faith 
in the day-to-day contexts of their relationships, their families and their workplaces, as he goes on to 
explain in the rest of chapter 5 and the first part of chapter 6. 
 
Linking that with what he has just been saying is 5:21.  After the exhortation to “Be filled with the 
Spirit”, there is a series of participles – “speaking … singing … making music … giving thanks … 
submitting.”  They are all outcomes of this infilling of the Holy Spirit.  This is the key text in this 
passage – indeed in the whole of this “how” section of Paul’s letter.  Without this verse, the examples 
actually make no sense.  And without taking seriously what this verse says, the church could not exist: it 
certainly could not exist and have anything like an effective witness. 
 
Although we are individuals, we are not to be individualistic.  The idea that there might be a greater 
good which is communitarian in nature, or that I might have some responsibilities as well as rights, or 
that we need to pull together if we are to achieve anything worthwhile has sadly been losing its currency 
in recent years.  And, of course, it has had its effect on the Church.  The privatisation of faith, the desire 
to meet our own needs rather than to reach out and help others with theirs, concepts such as personal 
wholeness – these things have begun to gnaw away at the whole idea of fellowship. 
 
This is not just done for its own sake.   Paul says that we are to be “filled with the Spirit ... submitting to 
one another out of reverence for Christ.”  What Paul actually writes here is translated literally as “in 
the fear of Christ”.  “Reverence” communicates some of it, but there’s also a sense of awe and of real 
respect here. 
 
Why are we to express our Spirit-filledness in this way, in submitting to one another?  Because we 
submit to Christ.  He is described here as our Head (v23), as the husband of the Church (v27), as the 
saviour of and provider for the Church (vv25,29) – all models for husbands to adopt, says Paul – and as 
our Master and Rewarder (vv7,8).  He deserves our awe and our reverence.  He deserves our 
submission and obedience.  Because we submit to him, we submit to each other and demonstrate that 
submission in our human relationships.  That’s God’s will, God’s purpose.  “Don’t be foolish,” says Paul, 
“but find out what God really wants from you.  He wants you to be filled with the Holy Spirit and then to 
go on and express that in these ways, because of Jesus.”  As creatures made in the image of God, all 
our human relationships and activity necessarily find their meaning in Christ.  
 
 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
 

1) In what ways do you see individualism being exhibited in our culture?  Do you think it is increasing?  
Is there actually anything wrong with it? 

 
2) What do you understand by “Be filled with the Spirit” ?  How is it demonstrated in our lives? 
 
3) If we all “submit to one another” who is in charge? 
 
4) The literal translation of “reverence for Christ” is “the fear of Christ” (that’s how the AV translates it).  

What do you understand by that?  How should it affect our daily lives? 
 
5) In what ways should we as a church be submitting to one another? 
 
6) What will you do about this in your life? 


