
A Perspective on Time
Ephesians 5:15-17

A few years ago it struck me as sort of bizarre how I’m surrounded by clocks.  When I’m 
sitting at my dining room table, I can see the clock on the wall, the clock on the radio, 
the clock on the oven, the clock on the microwave.  Of course I usually just look at the 
clock on my phone.  When I get in the car (which has a clock on the dash), I drive to the 
office where I have a clock on the phone on my desk and a clock on the computer.  
Some of you are thinking, “It might be good to put a clock on the back wall of the 
worship center.”  

Here in the U.S. we’re rather obsessed with clocks and time.  A whole industry has 
grown around the issue of time management.  If you google “time management” you’ll 
get a bewildering number of web sites that tell you how to manage your time (or how to 
manage yourself since technically you don’t really do anything to time).  Because of 
your bent, some of you probably love this whole topic and are motivated by honing your 
time management skills.  Others of you think it’s a bunch of hot air.  I’m somewhere in 
the middle; I’ve benefitted from some of this material, but I can’t take too much of it.

You’ll probably be relieved to hear that we’re NOT going to be talking about time 
management this morning.  We’re going to consider a much more foundational 
perspective about “time” - one that transcends cultures and temperaments and stage of 
life.  What we’re going to discuss about time from Ephesians 5:15-17 applies equally to 
every single one of us here today because it is rooted in our relationship with God and 
His Lordship in our lives.

“Making the Most of our Time” (Ephesians 5:15-17)  This is what Paul writes in 
Ephesians 5:15-17:  

15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men, but as wise, 16 
making the most of your time, because the days are evil. 17 So then do not be 
foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. 

We’re jumping into the middle of the book of Ephesians, so a few words of context 
might be helpful.  Ephesians follows Paul’s classic pattern of “indicative and imperative.”  
The first three chapters give the indicative: he makes declarative statements about what 
is true of those who know Jesus Christ.  Based on the indicative, the last three chapters 
are imperative: he gives a series of commands or directives about how we should 
therefore live.  The commands found in our passage today are based on what Paul has 
already declared to be true about us in Christ Jesus.  

This is the 7th time that Paul has used the term “walk” in the book of Ephesians.  Look at 
verses 15 and 16 again:

15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men, but as wise, 16 
making the most of your time, because the days are evil.



“How you walk” is how you live.  Here’s what Paul has said in Ephesians about the 
“walk” of the believer:

2:2 . . . you formerly walked according to the course of this world. . .

2:10   For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.

4:1 . . . I implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you 
have been called. . .

4:17 . . . walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their 
mind. . .

5:2 . . . walk in love, just as Christ also loved you and gave Himself up for us. . .

5:8 . . . walk as children of Light. . .

In light of everything Paul has said about how Christians should walk/live, we’re not at 
all surprised that he writes in 5:15:

15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men, but as wise, 16 
making the most of your time, because the days are evil.

Instead of being careless in how we walk, we should be careful.  If we’re careless (not 
really paying attention to how we’re living and how we’re spending our time; if we’re just 
doing whatever is easiest or whatever our flesh feels like doing), we’ll walk “according to 
the course of this world”; we’ll walk the way we did before we came to know Christ; we’ll 
“walk as the Gentiles.”  To walk carelessly is to be unwise (a.k.a. “foolish”); walking 
carelessly invites all sorts of chaos and grief into our lives.  

By contrast, if we’re careful, we’ll “walk in a manner worthy of our calling”; we’ll walk in 
love; we’ll walk as children of Light.  When we take care to walk this way, Paul says that 
we are wise: we live our lives skillfully and in a way that’s compatible with how we’ve 
been created by God.  

Specifically, walking in wisdom means "making the most of your time because the days 
are evil."   Paul understood that evil permeates this present age.  There is evil in the 
human heart, and evil systems dominate societies and governments.  The people of 
God have an enemy, Satan, who prowls about like a lion seeking someone to destroy 
(Ephesians 2:2, 1 Pet 5:8).  He is called "the evil one."  For all these reasons, Paul 
could say that "the days are evil."  This will not be true forever; eventually the kingdoms 
of this world will become the kingdom of our God and Christ; at the return of Christ we 
will enter into an age of righteousness and justice and truth.  But in this age, evil can be 
found everywhere (2 Tim 3:13).  Pick up a newspaper (or look deep into your own heart) 
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and you will find example after example of the evil that characterizes this age.  The days 
are evil.  

Therefore, we should “be careful how we walk” and "make the most of our time."  Paul 
isn't talking about honing our "time management" skills.  Paul isn't talking about 
productivity as we generally think about it.  The word translated "time" can also be 
translated "opportunity"; that seems to be the sense here - making the most of every 
opportunity.  Because evil runs so rampant in our world, if we are wise we will take the 
opportunity to do the will of God whenever we can.  Paul literally says to "redeem the 
time" - buy it up as a precious commodity to be treasured.  Doing anything else, Paul 
says, is foolish.  Galatians 6:10 makes a similar point:

10 So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all men, and especially 
to those who are of the household of the faith.

Paul implies that certain opportunities are available for a limited amount of time; 
therefore we need to “do good” while we have the opportunity.  I think that what Paul 
wrote in Ephesians 2:10 puts these opportunities for good works into their proper 
perspective.  After saying that we were saved by grace, not by good works, Paul wrote 
this:

10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 
God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.

And so we don’t have to get busy and try to manufacture all sorts of good works.  We 
mainly need to pay attention to the opportunities that God has “prepared beforehand” so 
that we will walk in them.  

In the parable of the good Samaritan Jesus told about a man was traveling from 
Jerusalem to Jericho.  He was robbed, beaten, and left for dead.  A priest happened to 
be going down that same road, but he passed by on the other side.  A Levite came by 
and did the same thing.  But a Samaritan man came upon him and felt compassion for 
him.  He bandaged up his wounds, gave him a ride to the nearest inn and took care of 
all his expenses.  So here we have three men who were given an opportunity to "do the 
will of God" - i.e. "Love your neighbor as yourself."  But only one of them "made the 
most of" that opportunity; only one of them was walking in wisdom.  

Bonhoeffer wrote in his book on Christian fellowship:  

We must be ready to allow ourselves to be interrupted by God.  God will be 
constantly crossing our paths and canceling our plans by sending us people with 
claims and petitions.  We may pass them by, preoccupied with our more 
important tasks, as the priest passed by the man who had fallen among thieves, 
perhaps - reading the Bible. . . . it is part of the discipline of humility that we must 
not spare our hand where it can perform a service and that we do not assume 
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that our schedule is our own to manage, but allow it to be arranged by God. (Life 
Together, p. 99)

This is the mindset of the person who walks into his/her day thinking and praying, “God, 
I want to be careful how I walk so that I will recognize the opportunities that You give me 
to do good works - the good works that You have prepared for me to do.”  Bruce Larsen 
says,

"But it is possible that the most important thing God has for me on any given day 
is not even on my agenda.  Am I interruptible?  Do I have time for the non-
programmed things in my life?  My response to those interruptions is the real test 
of my love." (cited in Swenson, Margin, p. 160)

This "most important thing" may be helping a stranger or stopping for a time of prayer or 
encouraging a coworker or comforting a child.  We really cannot predict what it will be.  
But the mindset throughout our day must be, "God, this day belongs to You.  Give me 
the grace to take every opportunity you give me to do your will."  

How would you evaluate yourself in terms of being “interruptible”?  As you go through 
your day, do you notice the promptings of God?  And when you notice them, are you 
willing to follow those promptings?  

Example. . . .

This line of thinking raises the question, “What will help us be more sensitive to God’s 
promptings where we’ll even notice the opportunities all around us?  And what will give 
us the strength of conviction to actually ‘make the most of’ those opportunities?”  What 
Paul says in verse 17 is so very critical in this respect.  

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

"Understanding what the will of the Lord is" provides the mindset, the conviction, and 
the motivation for "making the most of every opportunity."  The person who genuinely 
“understands what the will of the Lord is” has “the mind of Christ”; that person thinks 
about his/her life and circumstances the way Jesus does.  To do anything else, Paul 
says, is to “be foolish.”  That’s compatible with how the rest of the Bible describes 
foolishness; the "foolish" person is the one who doesn't care about or know or do the 
"will of the Lord."  The foolish person lives as if there is no God.  

And so Paul is urging us as believers to understand what the will of the Lord is so that 
we will live our lives wisely, being careful to make the most of every opportunity God 
gives us.  As an example of how all of this might work, let’s look back at the last few 
verses in Ephesians 4.  Here Paul gives a series of commands (imperatives) that reflect 
the will of the Lord - what He really wants to see in our lives.  As we read these verses, 
I’ll try to point out how “understanding what the will of the Lord is” prepares us to “make 
the most of our time.”  I think we’ll see that if our minds and hearts are saturated with 

Ephesians 5:15-17, FEFC, 1/13/12! Page 4
Steve Ratliff



this understanding of the will of God, we’ll recognize opportunity after opportunity to 
“make the most of our time.”  

28 He who steals must steal no longer; but rather he must labor, performing with 
his own hands what is good, so that he will have something to share with one 
who has need. 

It’s obviously the will of God that you not steal things as you walk through your day.  
Rather, as we do our work - whether it’s in an office at a job site or wherever - it’s 
important to remember that God is pleased when we do our work well (“heartily, as for 
the Lord, rather than for men” - Colossians 3:23).  Paul points out here that one of the 
reasons we work is “so that [we] will have something to share with one who has need.”  
If we understand that it is the will of God that we share with those who have needs, then 
we’ll be alert to opportunities that God supplies.  Instead of ignoring needs around us or 
resenting it when we’re asked to give, we’ll seek to meet needs - because that’s the will 
of God, that’s being careful how we walk, that’s wisdom.

29 Let no unwholesome word proceed from your mouth, but only such a word as 
is good for edification according to the need of the moment, so that it will give 
grace to those who hear. 

It is the will of God for us to give people grace through our words.  Instead of being 
selfish with our words, Paul envisioned us evaluating situations and speaking only those 
words that meet the need of the moment.  People often tell me something that someone 
else (some of you) has told them - something that really helped them get through a 
difficult time.  God used another person’s words deeply.  If you and I know that that’s the 
will of God, we’ll enter into conversations differently, won’t we?  If our minds are 
captured by the prospect of giving grace through our words, we’ll make the most our 
conversations with others.  We’ll be careful to speak words that help meet the need of 
the moment (instead of being careless and hurtful with our words).  This past week I 
was talking with a friend and after listening to him for a while I felt prompted to say, “You 
really have a good heart.”  His response was, “I’ve had several people tell me that . . .”  I 
have to believe that God wanted to encourage him through the consistent 
encouragement of his friends.

30 Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of 
redemption. 

Throughout Scripture sin is depicted as a personal offense against God.  Sin isn’t 
merely the violation of some regulation buried in a manual somewhere.  Sin is opting to 
live in a way that’s at odds with God and His ways.  Throughout Scripture God is 
therefore personally grieved by our sin.  In the new covenant the promised Holy Spirit of 
God seals our relationship with God in anticipation of the day that Jesus returns.  It’s the 
will of God that we bring joy to the Holy Spirit instead of grief.  That understanding can 
strengthen us in times of temptation.  
!
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31 Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away 
from you, along with all malice.  32 Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, 
forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.

It is the will of God that we are kind and tender-hearted toward one another.  It is the will 
of God that we forgive each other.  If someone comes to me and says, “I’m sorry for 
what I said and did; it was not right,” then it’s the will of God that I forgive that person.  
When I forgive I’m basically saying, “I’m not going to make you pay for what you’ve 
done to me.  Because of Jesus’ death and resurrection God doesn’t make me pay for 
what I’ve done to Him.”  If we’re not careful we’ll hold grudges and take revenge and do 
all sorts of other sub-Christian things.  In the process we’ll waste lots of time - which 
translates into missed opportunities to show Christ to others.  But if we’re captivated by 
the kindness, tender-heartedness and forgiveness of God toward us, we’ll be eager to 
show the same to others.  

I hope these examples give you a glimpse of how an understanding of the will of God 
might prepare us to make the most of our time.

The reality is that we have a relatively short amount of time on this earth.  Like many of 
you, I often find myself amazed at how fast the years fly by.  The Scriptures encourage 
us not to live in the past (Philippians 3) and not to worry about the future (Matthew 6).  
Instead, we are live today to the glory of God.  This is a day we’ll never have back; once 
it’s gone, it’s gone.  We may have similar opportunities to do the will of God in the 
future, but today’s opportunities are unique; once they’re gone, they’re gone forever. . . . 

15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men, but as wise, 16 
making the most of your time, because the days are evil. 17 So then do not be 
foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. 

Moses' prayer in Psalm 90 captures this perspective.  After recalling that we live a 
fleeting 70 or 80 years, Moses prayed:

12 So teach us to number our days, 
That we may present to Thee a heart of wisdom.

17 And let the favor of the Lord our God be upon us; 
And do confirm for us the work of our hands; 
Yes, confirm the work of our hands.
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