Our text for this week is Ephesians 4:25-5:2, and this text flows very obviously from our text last week.  As we have seen, these last three chapters of the letter to the Ephesians consist of a series of practical exhortations to Paul's readers – given in light of the doctrines and realities laid out in the first three chapters.  In line with this, our text last week (Eph. 4:17-24) was a clear declaration by Paul to his readers that they should not live as those who do not know God.  Rather, in light of the fact that they have heard the gospel and repented and believed and been redeemed, they should live as those who do know God.  More particularly, Paul urged them to put off the old self, renew their minds and put on the new self which is created after the likeness of God in righteousness and holiness.  That exhortation, though clear, was still very general, and the reason for that is because those exhortations are fleshed out in our text today.  The final verses of chapter 4 are the specific application of 4:22-24.  We know this not only because they immediately follow those verses but because of their structure.  Basically, Paul gives his readers five exhortations that all have the same basic structure: they all contain (in varying orders) three basic elements.  Each of the specific exhortations involves a command to put something off, a command to put something on and a theological reality to which we can renew our minds.  Paul, in his writing, applies the very realities he has just laid out by using this three-fold structure himself.  And, then, in culmination – as we will see – Paul grounds these practical exhortations in the central realities of God and the gospel.  So let us look at each of these exhortations – there are five of them and they each address a specific topic.  

I. Speaking Truthfully 

The first issue Paul addresses to his readers is the issue of truthfulness in speech as he tells them, “Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are members one of another” (4:25).  As we just mentioned, there are clearly three parts to this statement: something to “put off,” something to “put on,” and a truth to move us to do those things.

First, Paul describes them as those who have put off falsehood.  This is not a difficult reality to understand – there is no place for lying and deceit in, and among, the people of God.  We should not lie or deceive, and if we do so, it is sin.  The Scriptures bear witness to this again and again.  “Thou shalt not lie” is known by almost everyone as part of the Ten Commandments (Ex. 20:16).  Prov. 6:17 tells us that one of the six things the Lord hates is “a lying tongue.”  And Paul told the Colossians, “Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator” (Col. 3:9-10).  We should not lie.  

But there is more to it than just avoiding lying.  Interestingly, in all five of these exhortations, Paul not only urges his readers to avoid something but to do something in its stead. So, with regard to this exhortation, Paul says that because they have put away falsehood,  they should speak the truth with their neighbors.  Most likely, there is a double sense intended by the term “truth.”  No doubt, Paul is urging his readers to speak truthfully in general – meaning they should only say what is true.  But on a deeper level, Paul is also making reference to the ultimate truth – the central truth of the faith that was referenced in 4:15 which is the means by which we grow.  Paul does not merely exhort his readers to avoid lying but to focus on speaking the truth to each other.  And, interestingly, he does this by quoting Zech. 8:16 – a text that, in its Old Testament context, refers to a glorious future day of deliverance for God's people in which, among other things, they will speak the truth to each other.  In Paul's mind, that glorious future day of deliverance had come in Christ, and therefore, the marks of that day – including speaking the truth – should characterize the lives of his readers.  We should speak the truth with each other.   

And the reason we should do this – according to Paul – is because we are members of each other.  The theological reality that Paul highlights to encourage his readers to speak the truth is the fact that we are bound together in one body.  This point only makes sense if we remember Paul's statement in 4:15-16 that the way the Church grows is by the Church speaking the truth in love.  Paul wants his readers to speak the truth to each other so that the body can grow, and he wants them to remember that if they do not speak the truth, it not  only hurts the person to whom they lied but them because the body does not grow.  Lying is wrong for the body of Christ, among other reasons, because it keeps the body from growing.  We should speak the truth because we are all dependent on each other.  If I deceive a brother or sister, the whole body is weakened.  I should speak the truth to them so that they can grow and, in turn, I can grow and, in turn, the whole body can grow.  We are members of each other.  

II. Handling Anger 

The second issue Paul addresses is the way we handle anger.  He tells his readers, “Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and give no opportunity to the devil” (4:27-28).  Here again, we see the same threefold structure to this exhortation.  

First of all, we see a positive exhortation as Paul tells them to be angry without sin.  This is a crucial point because it recognizes that there is a place for anger that is not sinful.  It is possible for anger to be righteous and honoring to God, and we see this anger demonstrated in Christ Himself (Matt. 21:12-13).  This righteous anger will be anger that is without sin, and this is what Paul urges on his readers.  As we consider this, we no doubt recognize that our anger – and much of the anger we see – does not fall into this category.  Much of our anger stems from our own hurt pride or our own sense of embarrassment or shame.  It stems from not getting our way or having our desires met.  It stems from a desire to exalt ourselves and degrade others so that we look better.  This is not righteous anger, and this sort of anger is sinful.  Interestingly, it seems that Paul is quoting Psalm 4:4 here – a psalm in which it seems that David is being unjustly accused.  In that Psalm, as David ponders this reality, he connects being angry and not sinning with being silent on his own bed and refusing to defend himself.  Instead, he calls out to God in his anger.  This is what Paul urges on his readers.  This righteous anger is an anger that stems from a heart that is genuinely bothered that God is not being glorified.  It stems from a heart that is genuinely upset that helpless people are being abused.  It stems from a heart that despises the fact that God is not being glorified or exalted.  Paul tells them to be angry without sinning.  

Paul follows this with an exhortation in the form of a negative reality (highlighting something to be “put off”) as he tells them, “Do not let the sun go down on your anger.”  This image is not, necessarily, intended to be taken literally but is a proverbial way of saying that the cause of our anger should be addressed as quickly as possible.  If someone has made us angry, we need to deal with that anger.  Perhaps, as we examine the situation, we realize that the person did not intend to make us angry and the issue can be overlooked.  In this case, we would let go of the anger and refuse to indulge in it or walk in it.  In this way, the anger would be dealt with quickly.  On the other hand, it may be that we need to address the person  about the issue.  Scripture is clear that if a person sins, we should go to them and rebuke them if necessary so that they might repent (Matt. 18:15; Luke 17:3).  However it happens, Paul's point is that we should not let our anger continue to fester and grow in us because we refuse to deal with it.  The anger must be addressed.  

And, just like with the previous point, Paul provides a theological basis for this exhortation.  He tells the readers that they should not sin in their anger or let their anger fester because to do so is to give an opportunity to the devil.  Basically, so long as we have sinful anger in our hearts, we are opening ourselves up to temptation.  To use an everyday image, we are opening wide the door of our hearts and providing a way for Satan himself to tempt us as well as sow discord and strife among the body of Christ.  This thought should horrify us because we belong to God and not Satan.  If we can renew our minds to the fact that refusing to deal with our anger is actually giving Satan a foothold in our lives, it will drive us be angry without sinning and to refuse to let our anger fester and grow.  

III. Working Hard 

The third thing Paul addresses is stealing and working hard.  He writes, “Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need” (4:29).

First, as we have seen in the other exhortations, Paul urges them to “put off” stealing.  Once again, as with lying, this is a reality that we know about.  It is wrong to steal, and if we do, we are sinning.  Stealing has no life in the place of a follower of Jesus Christ.  If we struggle with it, we should put it off and be done with it.  We should walk in it no longer.

But just like with the previous exhortations, Paul does not merely focus on avoiding something but on doing something else.  Instead of stealing, he says that the thief should labor and do honest work with his own hands.  He does not say merely that they should stop taking things, but that they should actually work hard so that they do not have to steal things.  This is an incredible statement about work – that it is good and that it is right and that Christians should do it.  We ought to be working to provide for ourselves rather than expecting others to care for us or mooching off of the generosity of others.  Christians should value work, work well and work diligently.  

And notice the theological reason behind this exhortation – so that we might have something to share with anyone in need.  You see, Paul recognizes that some people legitimately are in need.  He is not deriding or berating that person.  He is rebuking the person who can work but chooses not to – deciding instead to steal.  Some people have legitimate need, and we should work hard so that we are prepared to help those people and provide for those people.  Jesus said that we would always have the needy among us.  Knowing that, we should be willing to help these people.  And according to Paul, we should work diligently and save wisely so that we are prepared to help these people.  This is how we should live.  

IV. Using Encouraging Words 

Paul's fourth exhortation returns to the issue of speech as Paul tells his readers, “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear” (4:29).  Once again, we see Paul tell them not to do something before telling them what to do and grounding it in a theological reality.  

First, Paul tells them to “put off” corrupting talk.  In fact, he goes so far as to tell them that no corrupting talk should ever come out of their mouths.  In speaking of “corrupting talk,” Paul is using a vivid metaphor to illustrate the idea of language that causes someone to die.  The word Paul uses for “corrupting” is the same word Jesus used for trees that produce rotten fruit (Matt. 7:17-18; 12:33-34).  The idea is that this sort of language makes someone “less alive” - not necessarily in a physical sense but in a spiritual sense.  It actually serves to “rot out” those who hear it rather than bestowing life.  As we consider this injunction, it should cause all of us to take a step back and consider the words that come out of our mouths.  It should cause us to examine whether any of our words serve to corrupt others.  Do our words bring life or do they actually bring death?  The Bible speaks about giving account for every careless word that is spoken (Matt. 12:36), so we must seriously, and honestly, examine our words.  No corrupting talk should be coming out of our mouths – be it in the form of gossip, jokes, “being honest” or whatever.  There is no place for such language in the lives of God's people.  

But once again, as Paul makes clear, the goal is not just to avoid corrupting talk but to actually speak words that are useful for building up other people.  It is one thing to avoid corrupting talk but it is entirely another thing to use words that actually build up.  The absoluteness of Paul's declaration is no doubt meant to shock us into understanding his point.  We are to let no corrupting talk out of our mouths and we are to speak only that which is useful for building up.  The thing that should be in the center of our minds whenever we speak is whether our words are going to build up those who are listening or not.  Do our words edify?  And what sort of words edify?  I do not think Paul is saying that we only say joyful happy things – then there would be no place for correction or rebuke or anything of the sort.  And yet, at times, such correction and rebuke is useful for building up.  This is our concern – do our words bring life to those who hear?  Do they contribute to growth in the grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ for those who hear?  Is our language building up?  

And, like his other points, Paul grounds this in another theological reality as he tells his audience to speak thing which are useful for building up so “that it may give grace to those who hear.”  This is an amazing statement that, no doubt, all of us as Christians can understand.  Grace is something that comes from God, and yet Paul's point is that words that are useful for building can actually be used by God as a means of grace.  Amazingly, our words can be the avenue through which God transforms a person and causes them to grow and be more conformed to the image of Christ.  The very reality by which we have been saved – grace (Eph. 2:8) – can be demonstrated and experienced as we use our tongues to speak things that are useful for building up.  

V. Our Relationships with Each Other 

The final thing that Paul addresses is something he has already touched on in 4:2-3, but he comes back to it in these verses.  And, interestingly, this is the issue that occupies him the most in these verses.  He tells his readers, “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.  Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice.  Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you (4:30-32).  Clearly, Paul is telling his readers something about the way they should interact with each other, and – as has been the case throughout this passage – he uses a threefold formula to make his point, albeit with a different order.  

For the sake of clarity, we will not follow Paul's order exactly but will begin with his exhortation to his readers to “put off” (or in his own words here, “put away”) bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander and malice.  All of these are negative attitudes toward those around us.  They all involve a lack of love as well as a selfish regard for ourselves.  Though there may be subtle distinctions between the words, it is the sum total of them that serves to heighten Paul's point.  The picture is of a person who truly dislikes another person and therefore treats them with disdain – actively trying to hurt them and make them look bad.  This is not the attitude that we are to have towards others, particularly other believers.  According to Paul, all such attitudes and emotions should be put off.  Such behavior, whether in ourselves or others, should alarm us.  It is wrong; it is sin.  

But, again, the goal is not merely the avoidance of such negative, sinful attitudes but the fostering of good, right attitudes.  Therefore, Paul tells them to be kind to one another, tenderhearted toward each other and forgiving of one another.  In reality, these qualities are the opposite – in so many ways – of those listed in 4:31.  Rather than harboring malice and anger toward others, we should be kind – treating them with courtesy, decency and respect.  Rather than focusing on ourselves, we should be tenderhearted toward others – genuinely sharing their joys and hurts.  We should be sensitive to their thoughts, feelings, victories and struggles.  And rather than harboring bitterness against others, we should be forgiving toward them – willing to forgive their sins against us and not hold those sins against them.  

And the theological reason for this is found on both sides of the exhortation.  First of all, if we do not act kindly towards others, it actually grieves the Holy Spirit of God.  This is an almost startling text because it makes clear that it is possible for us to act in such a way that the Spirit of God Himself, which dwells in each of us, can actually be grieved.  How can this be so?  It is because of the very fact that He dwells in each one of us.  When God saves a person, His Spirit begins to reside in that person.  They belong to Him.  In a very real sense, then, an attack on that person becomes an attack on the Spirit that dwells in them.  And since the same Spirit that dwells in them dwells in us, the Spirit is grieved.  He was given to transform us into the image of Christ and to build up the body, so for us to impede that progress is tragic.  When we demonstrate the characteristics of verse 31, we truly are forgetting the salvation we have received from God.  Thus, Paul tells his readers that they should be kind and forgiving just as God forgave them.  Truly, by acting wrongly toward those around us, we are not walking as those who know God and have experienced salvation.  

* ALL OF THIS IS ROOTED IN GOD AND THE GOSPEL

And it is Paul's final statement in 4:32 that leads to the final part of our text in which Paul declares, “Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children.  And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (5:1-2).  These two verses serve as the foundation for everything that Paul has said in 4:25-32.  And, interestingly, Paul roots everything he has said in what God has done in salvation.  This is the root of his exhortation, and understanding these final two verses is crucial for understanding Paul's point.  

First of all, we see Paul make clear reference to what has already happened to his readers.  Notice that he tells them to be imitators of God as beloved children.  That is, they should be imitators of God because they already are beloved children.  The imitation should flow from the position.  Paul has already made clear that they were predestined for adoption (Eph. 1:6), and he has already made clear that they are members of God's household (Eph. 2:19).  They already are beloved children, and that should be the grounds and the cause of their obedience.  Notice also that Paul exhorts them to walk in love just as Christ loved them.  The implicit point is that Christ loved them first.  And because He has loved them, they ought to walk in love.  Moreover, they are to imitate Christ's demonstration of love.  And the way Christ loved us was by giving Himself up for us through his sacrificial death.  And that sacrificial death was a pleasing aroma to God.  It is the sacrifice of Christ that pleases God, not our good works.  We are objects of God's mercy because of grace and not because of our actions.  Even in this very explicitly practical part of his letter, Paul is reminding his readers that they are saved by grace through faith in Christ and not by their works.  Rather, the good works that he has been urging them to in these verses should abound in the heart that has already been redeemed and changed.  

This is crucial for understanding Paul's point because it absolutely severs any root of legalism.  There was no concept in Paul's mind of earning God's favor with good behavior.  For him, good works were the product of salvation.  God saves people so that they might walk in holiness and serve as demonstrations of His mercy and grace to the world.  And he transforms those sinful people so that they are transformed into the image of Christ.  So if Paul's exhortations in these verses cause us to despair over our own sin, then we should repent of that sin, rejoice that we are not condemned for that sin and walk in holiness.  As Paul told his readers, as beloved children and those for whom Christ gave up Himself, we should be imitators of our God, and we should walk in love just as we have been loved.  

Conclusion

As we come to the end of the text, there are a number of things that we should realize.  First, we should rejoice in the salvation that God has granted us and we should magnify the Savior who made it possible.  God is holy and all sin deserves to be punished.  We are sinners, and we have merited the wrath of God.  But in His grace, He has chosen us for life and granted us grace so that we might believe in Him and have eternal life because Jesus has paid for our sins.  Second, we should be motivated to honor our Lord.  We have been born again and we are no longer who we used to be.  We have been redeemed so that we might walk in the good works prepared for us in order that the watching world might see our good deeds and glorify our Father in heaven.  We are set apart,  and we are salt and light in this world.  As those who have been born again, we are demonstrations to the world of what it means to obey God and follow Christ.  As we come to the table, let us rejoice in our salvation.  And let us renew our commitment to our Savior and to walking as he walked – in a manner worthy of our calling.  We are not perfect, but we are redeemed, and that makes all the difference in the world.  Amen.

