Today, we reach another new section of Paul's letter to the churches around Ephesus.  At the beginning of chapter 4, we saw Paul intentionally shift his attention to the way his readers should “walk” - that is, the way they should live in light of the truths expressed in chapters 1-3.  As we have seen over the last three weeks, the first topic he addresses is the way they should function and interact within the Church.  Now, beginning in verse 17, he once again brings up the idea of his reader's “walk.”  At this point, the focus seems to shift from the way they should act in regard to the body of Christ to the way they should live in general. 

Within the letter as a whole, our passage today (4:17-24) serves as an introduction of sorts to a series of specific exhortations that will extend all the way to 6:9.  This passage really serves to lay the groundwork for the more specific things that will follow.  It does this by laying a foundation for thinking about this entire issue.  

In short, as we will see, Paul's focus in this passage is – on a more general level – to remind his readers that the salvation they have experienced (and that he has already described extensively in chapters 1-3) should radically affect the way they live.  The fact that they have learned and experienced Jesus Christ should transform their lives.  It should mean they live differently than they did before, and it should mean they live  differently than those who do not know God.  This is the essential point of these verses, and Paul makes it by way of two complementary exhortations.  

I. We must not walk as those who do not know God (17-19).

The first exhortation Paul gives to his readers is very direct as he declares, “Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds” (4:17).  Before examining the rest of the things Paul says, we should note a couple of things for the sake of clarity.  First, as in 4:1, Paul is using the word “walk” as a metaphor for life.  To “walk” is to live life, so he is telling his readers that they must no longer live like the Gentiles.  Second, we should note that by using the term “Gentiles,” Paul is actually referring to those who do not know God.  It can be confusing because Paul's readers are Gentiles (2:11).  How can they refuse to walk like what they are?  The confusion is removed if we understand that by referring to “Gentiles,” Paul is referring to those who are not part of God's people and do not know Him.  So Paul's exhortation is that his readers should not live like those who do not know God.  But Paul's does not stop with the mere exhortation; he goes on to describe those whom his readers are not to imitate in more detail.  

First, Paul speaks of these Gentiles very generally as walking “in the futility of their minds” (4:17).  This phrase is explained further in the next two verses, but the basic point is that those who do not know God are characterized by an entire being that is pursuing something that is meaningless.  In using the term “mind,” Paul is not merely talking about the thinking part of these people but about the very core of their being in which they not only think but desire and will and choose.  And he says that this core part of their being is marked by a single characteristic: futility.  The way that they live is characterized by emptiness.  They lack purpose, destination or goal.  

But why is this the case?  It seems that Paul explains this reality more in the next two verses by describing its cause followed by its result.  In regard to the cause of this futility, Paul heaps up a series of phrases meant to highlight the lostness of those who do not know God.  He says they are “darkened in their understanding” (4:18).  Here, in referring to their understanding, Paul is referring more particularly to the part of the human being that reasons and thinks.  And he says that this reasoning is darkened.  Without the light of the glory of the gospel, the mind is unable to truly carry out its central task of understanding.  Instead of seeing and understanding the world as it truly is – as the creation of the sovereign Lord who rules over it as King – “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers” (2 Cor. 4:4).  They are unable to understand reality as it truly is because they are blinded.  And, even worse, they love the darkness in which they live (John 3:19).  But the problem is not merely in the mind as Paul also declares that they suffer from “hardness of heart” (4:18).  Here we see the true depth of the problem – the reason Gentiles walk in a way that does not honor God is because the heart is desperately wicked and hard.  As Ezekiel declared, human beings by nature possess “hearts of stone” (Ezek. 36:26).  And Jesus made clear that it is this problem of hard-heartedness that ultimately results in the evil and wicked deeds that people do.  The heart is the problem, and if the heart is hard – unwilling to submit and learn and grow – then the result is total futility.  In fact, Paul makes clear that this hardness of heart ultimately results in “the ignorance that is in them” (4:18).  Interestingly, the problem is not that more education is needed but that the heart must be changed.  Hardness of heart results in ignorance and, ultimately, in being “alienated from the life of God” (4:18).  This is the reason those who do not know God walk in futility.  

And, as a result of these deep-seated problems within those who do not know God, they act in a way that dishonors that God.  In verse 19, Paul finally references the actual actions of these “Gentiles.”  It is instructive that verse 18 precedes verse 19 because actions arise from inside of us.  Paul makes clear that these actions are the product of a darkened understanding and a hardened heart – we should note that.  And because of those things, Paul says they “have become callous” (4:19).  The image of a callous is easy to understand – because of repeated use, the skin develops a hard covering that keeps it from being affected.  Paul says Gentiles do the same thing – because of their persistence in sin and futile thinking, they grow hardened to be affected.  They no longer care about the conscience that tells them that a particular thing is wrong – and over time that hardened conscious no longer speaks.  They no longer care about the effects or consequences of their sin.  And eventually, they no longer care about any sort of shame or embarrassment.  They become callous. And Paul goes on to say they have “given  themselves up to sensuality” (4:19).  This same word is used in Gal. 5:19 to refer to a specific “work of the flesh,” and it essentially means they have given themselves over to their desires – specifically, their unholy and sinful sexual desires.  They no longer seek to fight those things but willingly submit to the whims and wants of their hard hearts.  And Paul culminates by saying they are “greedy to practice every kind of impurity” (4:19).  Here we see the final stage of the Gentiles futility.  They not only pursue sexual immorality but “every kind of impurity,” and they not only pursue it but are greedy to practice it.  Much like anyone who is addicted to a substance or action, those who do not know God are addicted to their own sin.  The futility of their minds demonstrates itself in their lives.    

As we sit back and consider this description, we can see a very discernible pattern in the whole thing.     Because their hearts are hard and their understanding is darkened, those who do not know God do not function properly.  They do not understand as they should or reason as they should.  And this hardened misunderstanding results in ignorance that leads them to act wrongly.  They behave the way they do based on what lies inside of them.  And because that which is inside of them is broken, they behave wrongly.  There is a very close parallel with Romans 1:18-32 in which Paul describes much the same process.

But what is the significance of this description?  Why does Paul give it?  To answer those questions, we must remember that Paul's entire point in this section is to urge his readers to not walk in this way.  This is not merely a theoretical discussion for Paul about what is wrong with those who do not know God.  First of all, he is reminding his readers of the way they used to be.  Notice that he says they should “no longer” walk in this way – meaning they used to be in this very position doing these very things.  Paul's central point, as we will see more clearly in the second half of the text is that the realities of verse 18 are no longer the case and, therefore, the results of verse 19 should no longer be the case.  He wants to remind them that certain things are true of non-believers and ought not be true of those who really no God.  By giving this description, Paul is urging them to stop doing these things.  Second, this is a reminder to us of the true state of all human beings.  Paul uses absolute language because he is describing everyone who does not know God.  This is instructive because it reminds us of the reality of being lost.  The problem for those who do not know God is not merely their actions but what lies underneath those actions.  They do not need new habits but a new heart.  Proper diagnosis of the problem helps us know the proper remedy.  

II. We must walk as those who know, and have experienced, salvation in Christ (20-24).

Having given his readers an exhortation in the form of what they should not do, Paul then offers up a contrast by declaring, “But that is not the way you learned Christ! - assuming that you have heard about him and were taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus” (4:20-21).  By beginning with the word “but,” Paul is setting up a stark contrast that ought to be the case in the lives of his readers.  And the reason there ought to be a difference is because they have “learned Christ” which means they “have heard about him and were taught in him as the truth is in Jesus.”  Basically, Paul's point is that his readers ought to “walk” differently because they have been redeemed.  They have “heard about him” - most likely meaning they have heard the gospel declaring what Jesus had done and responded in faith.  And they “were taught in him” - meaning they had actually learned what it means to follow Jesus as Lord and King.  And the rest of the text will be spent laying out what they have “learned” about following Christ. 

First, Paul reminds them that they are to “put off [the] old self” (4:22), and he gives them two distinct reasons why should do so.  First, they should put off the old self because it “belongs to the former manner of life” (4:22).  In essence, Paul reminds them that the old self, with all of its desires and passions, was part of their old life – the life Paul described in 4:17-19.  The reason this is such a good reason is because, by being Christians, they (presumably) have left that old self behind and died to it.  One of the central tenants of following Christ is that we die to our old self and our old habits and old desires so that we might live faithfully (Rom. 6:3-4; 2 Cor. 5:17).  As Christians, the old man has been put away.  Second, Paul tells them to put off the old self because it “is corrupt through deceitful desires” (4:22).  Here we see Paul ripping the mask off of sin.  One of the central characteristics of sin is that it is deceitful (Rom. 7:11; Heb. 3:13).  It makes promises of satisfaction and deliverance that it never fulfills.  It is inherently deceitful, and part of being a Christian is recognizing sin and the old self for what they are – liars who should be ignored and put away.  So, the first thing Paul says is that his readers ought to put off the old self.

Second, Paul tells them to “be renewed in the spirit of [their] minds” (4:23).  Interestingly, Paul places this item directly between putting off the old man and putting on the new man.  Simply by the order of these exhortations, we learn something about this renewal of the mind – it is the means by which we move from putting off the old to putting on the new.  Having put off the old, this is the way we grow.  It is also interesting that this follows the same pattern as the description of the Gentiles in 4:17-19.  Just as it was the futile mind and darkened understanding and hard heart that resulted in the evil deeds of those who do not know God, it is the renewed mind of the believer that enables the putting on, and living out, of the new self.  And, from the context of this passage and from the rest of Scripture, we understand that the mind is to be renewed to the truth.  The understanding that was darkened is now flooded with the light of the glory of the gospel and actually rejoices in the light.  The heart that was hard is now turned to a heart of flesh and loves the Lord and desires to honor Him.  Just as the old man was corrupt through deceitful desires, the new man honors God out of a mind renewed by the truth.  We know that this renewal is accomplished by the Spirit that dwells in us (Tit. 3:5), and it will happen through the Scriptures which are useful to equip us for every good work as new men (2 Tim. 3:17).  

And the final part of Paul's statement to his readers is that they should “put on the new self” (4:24).  This is the culmination of the passage, and it actually serves as a header for the rest of this section of the letter (4:25-6:9).  Rather than walking like the Gentiles, they should put off the old self, renew their minds and put on the new self.  And the central characteristic of this new self is that it is “created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness” (4:24).  As we contemplate putting on the new self, it is helpful to know that its defining characteristic is holiness and righteousness.  Putting on the new man is the result of renewing our mind, and it means that we will be holy as our Father is holy.  We will walk in holiness.  As Christians, this is our call.  To put on the new self is actually to live differently than we did before.  To put on the new self is to actually walk in holiness as the parallel passage in Colossians 3:12-17 makes clear.  

In short, we see much the same pattern in this section (4:20-24) as we did in the previous section (4:17-19).  Those who do not know God act as they do precisely because they do not know God.  Their failure to submit to and acknowledge God affects their hearts and minds and understanding, and, as a result, they disobey.  In the same way, those who do know God should act as they do precisely because they do know God.  The fact that they have heard the gospel and learned what it means to follow Christ should affect their hearts and minds and understanding, and, as a result, they should obey.  This is the central reality Paul wants his readers to understand – their salvation should cause them to live in a particular way.  And the message is the same for us.  

Conclusion

But as we come to the table at the end of this text, we must be very careful not to leave this morning with a legalistic mindset.  We must remember that this exhortation to obedience comes after three chapters of expounding the glorious realities of the gospel.  We must remember that Paul tells his readers to put off the old self and put on the new self “assuming that [they] have heard about him and were taught in him” (4:21).  Our favor and acceptance with God is not the result of our faithful obedience – this is precisely backwards.  It is our faithful obedience that is the result of our receiving the favor and acceptance of God.  The glorious message of the gospel is that Jesus Christ came not to call the righteous but sinners.  He came to save sinners so that, through Him, those sinners might be made righteous by God.  We are saved by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ which atoned for our sins and justified us before God.  He was bruised for our iniquities and crushed for our sins, and by his stripes, we are healed (Isa. 53).  Let us meditate on this reality and renew our minds to this reality, so that we never fall into the trap of working to be accepted by God.  Our faithfulness is (or ought to be) the result of a heart that has been radically transformed by God.  As we take communion, let us celebrate this reality.  Amen.  

