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The sermon 

Intro 

What is the Christian life? What do you say to a new Christian? 

This morning Paul tells us the Christian life is addition and subtraction. Actually, subtraction and addition. In that order. 

There’s sin to avoid. And learning to do. Christianity is essentially re-learning life. Seeing life in a whole new way. Doing 

life in a whole new way. God’s way.  

But that’s not it. The Christian life is also being what’s already happened to us. Living out who we are. Much like when a 

mother has a baby, it’s time to start being a mother. Her life changes because her situation has changed. Same with the 

new Christian.  

READ PASSAGE 

BIG IDEA: The Christian life is subtraction and addition 

Body 

Point 1: Put away the old life (4:17-19) 

Overview 

Ephesians 4:17-19 is one of the greatest glimpses into the nature of sin in the Bible. So we’ll look at it carefully.  

Paul’s spelling out the condition of every person outside of Christ.  

Speaking to a Christian church, he pulls no punches and tells it like it is. This isn’t flattering language. Christian, this is 

who you were. This is how your neighbors go about life. 

We’re going to dissect unbelief in hopes of better understanding non-Christians, understanding why our world is what it 

is, and to flee from these things ourselves. 

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 

Gentile = stereotypical language for non-Christians. A Gentile Christian isn’t a Gentile. 4:17-19 describes non-Christians. 

“walk” = one’s manner of life. 

Christian, you can’t live like you used to live before you knew Jesus. You can’t live like other people. Your life must 

change!  

“futility of their minds” 

“futility” = empty, devoid of content, useless.  

The idea is a person who goes about life without knowledge. So they live out a useless, worthless existence. 

This is the sort of life I urge my children to avoid like the plague! 

What does this life look like?  

They are darkened in their understanding,  
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If we’re in darkness, we don’t have light. We can’t see.  “darkened in their understanding” means their minds can’t see. 

Zero understanding. Empty minds means they can’t see what life is all about.  

alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them,  

The cause of their separation from God is ignorance.  

“ignorance” = they lack the information so they don’t know. They don’t know they don’t know. They don’t know what 

they ought to know. Is it any shock that they live the way they do? 

They don’t see God. They don’t see God’s promises. They don’t see the death and resurrection of Christ. So they’re 

separated from the life of God and they find themselves unable to escape the sad plight of a darkened, futile existence. So 

they keep walking in darkness. 

But where does the blame lie? In themselves.  

due to their hardness of heart.  

Why futility, darkness, ignorance? “due to their hardness of heart” which places the blame squarely on them. 

“hardness” = unwillingness, stubborn, obstinate. A closed mind. They don’t know because they refuse to learn. They 

can’t see because they don’t want to see.  

They have become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. – 4:19 

By refusing to learn, they ruin themselves.  

“callous” = without feeling, no sensitivity. [guitar illustration of calloused indexed finger] They’ve lost all feeling of 

shame and embarrassment. No sense of right or wrong. They lack moral restraint. 

As a result, they’ve “given themselves up to sensuality” meaning flagrant sexual sin.  

greedy to practice every kind of impurity” = having lost feeling they have an intense desire to commit more and more 

filthy acts. They’ve done it, but they’re not satisfied. They want more and more. Happens every day in America. 

“impurity” = filth, dirt, rubbish, trash. Acts which should disgust us. Like I’m disgusted by someone reaching into my 

trash can, getting the trash all over their hands, then sticking their whole hand into the M & M jar.  

So let’s summarize this person 

What we have is a group of people committing shameful acts of moral filth and having no sense of shame in doing these 

things. In fact, they want more and more of it. How did things get this way?  

They couldn’t see to begin with. Because they were never connected to the source of life: God. As a result, they’re 

ignorant. They don’t know any better. But they don’t want to learn. In fact, they refuse to learn. Having hardened 

themselves against the truth, they’ve lost all moral sensitivity. So they commit immoral acts. And they long for more filth.  

Beginning in darkness they’ve chosen to stay in darkness. So they live the way they do. They’ve done it to themselves!  

American context 

In our culture, this would be the person who grew up with zero religious background. Never went to church as a child. 

Didn’t have parents teaching them God’s word. Never saw. Came to enjoy life with God nowhere to be found. When 

encountering Christian people, they said I don’t want to hear it. Having rejected the truth, they hardened their conscience 

and have no shame in doing sinful things. 
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This is one category of the American population and the percentage of these people is increasing. 

This descent isn’t limited to those raised in a godless home. Children in our homes can be exposed to the light and say I 

don’t want that and harden themselves and descend into a state where they sin without shame. 

We’ve seen this in America. It happened at Woodstock. Consciences were calloused when abortion was legalized on 

January 22, 1973. The descent continues today at sporting events where biological boys compete against biological girls 

in sports and people’s daughters having to share locker rooms with boys. We live amongst a people who’ve calloused 

their conscience and we have what we have.  

If you’re visiting with us and you’re saying this is me, my point isn’t to rail on you and pat myself on the back. My point 

is to help the Christian people of this church to understand why their world is what it is. This was me before God gave me 

a new heart. If this is you, I want you to know that God is willing to forgive every sin you’ve ever committed if you come 

to God through his Son Jesus. If you find yourself writhing in guilt and shame over your sins (a good thing), Jesus is your 

answer. When a person believes, Jesus forgives abortion and a multitude of other sins.    

Christian, how should we respond?  

Well, the response isn’t patting ourselves on the back for not being like these people. We should weep. We should be 

angry. We should have compassion on those in darkness. We should pray for God’s rescue. We should speak the gospel in 

love. And some Christians will feel called to engage in political reform and public policy.  

And there’s response Paul commends in this passage: living out the gospel among such people. Paul’s point isn’t to rail on 

American culture. Paul’s telling the Christians: don’t live like this! Avoid this way of life like the plague. Do life 

differently! 

X-ray questions 

1. Is my mind filled with Scripture or filled with other stuff? 

Not saying you can’t enjoy food or hunting. But, as I tell my kids, if all you know is Dude Perfect and you don’t know 

your Bible, your life is futile. Empty. Worthless. 

2. Am I hardened against God’s word? 

Christians can get comfortable with laziness, lying, lust for possessions. Are there any ways where you are getting 

hardened? 

3. What am I greedy for?  

Money? Entertainment? Leisure? What about spiritual ambitions? Do you have any spiritual goals? Bible knowledge? 

Godliness? New desires?  

 

Point 2: Put on the new creation (4:20-24) 

But that is not the way you learned Christ!- – 4:20 

Paul described the non-Christian world. Now he addresses Christians. They were taught a person: Jesus Christ.  

The answer to darkness is a person: Jesus Christ. 

assuming that you have heard about him and were taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus, – 4:21 
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They heard about Jesus. Who Jesus was: God the Son in human flesh. What Jesus did: lived a perfectly obedient, sinless 

life, died on the cross, and rose from the grave in victory. What Jesus taught: many things.  

“the truth is in Jesus” = the truth is found in a person: Jesus Christ. The one accurate portrayal of reality among all the 

diverse religions and philosophies in the world is found in the biblical account of Jesus Christ! Everything else is 

darkness! 

Why should we affirm and embrace every last thing that’s taught in the Bible? Because every single bit of it is true. 

Personal preference, your or my opinion, what we would like to be, or what we would like God to be, these are always 

ultimately irrelevant. What matters is, what is true? 

So what were they taught? 

to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful desires, – 4:22 

Their “old self” is 4:17-19. Their “former manner of life” is 4:17-19. Doing life in willful darkness. Having no sensitivity 

to sin.  

At that time sin (“corruption”) operated through “deceitful desires.” Meaning sin is a matter of both desire and deceit. 

A person sins because they want to. It’s what they want more than any other option at the time. Fighting sin is a matter of 

changing our desires. 

A person also sins because they’ve been deceived. They’ve been convinced by Satan that doing life their own way is 

better than doing life God’s way. Fighting sin is a matter of rejecting lies and believing God’s truth.  

So the Ephesians lived out filth with no shame because, being deceived by Satan and his evil world system, they wanted 

the wrong things.  

Why the corruption we see in our culture today?  

1. Wrong desires. 

2. Wrong thinking (following their own corrupt heart and Satan’s deception). 

and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, – 4:23 

The mind creeps into the desires. We desire the wrong things because we see life the wrong way. So the mind has to 

change if the desires are to change. In order to fight sin, we need to see life the way God sees life. Not the way the world 

and Satan see life. That’s why saying I don’t care what’s true, I don’t want to hear it, I want to do life my own way is a 

dangerous spot to be in! Willful blindness. 

“renewed” = to be made new, made different. Meaning we’re commanded to change the way we think and see life. This 

comes through the truth which is found in Jesus. To move out of darkness is to see as God sees.   

and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness. – 4:24 

“put off your old self” and “put on the new self” is clothing language. Get rid of your leisure suit and put on a polo shirt 

and some khakis. Clothe yourself with newness of life. Get rid of the darkness, ignorance, hardness, greed, impurity, 

deceit. Discard them like everyone ditched the leisure suit. Put on mind renewal, righteousness (the conduct God 

requires), and holiness (devotion to God).  

Get rid of what you no longer are: old self, darkness. Put on what you are now: new self, created after God’s likeness. 

Live out who you are. The new self has to be actualized. 
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Illustration 

It’s kind of like a woman who is a mother being a mother. A woman who, after having her first child, is in fact a mother. 

Now that she’s an actual mother, she needs to live out the life of a mother. She needs to feed the baby and clothe the baby 

and change diapers and ensure the safety of the baby. Now that she’s a mother, she does the things a mother does. 

Christian, you are in fact a new creation. So put on the life of a new creation. You do what a new creation does: mind 

renewal, righteous conduct, life dedicated to God.  

Paul’s saying live out who are: new creation. Don’t live out what you no longer are: darkness. The mother who just had a 

new baby doesn’t live as if her baby doesn’t exist. Neither should we live as if we’ve never been born again.  

Christ has taken residence. It’s time to actualize the new heart we’ve been given. The Christian life isn’t a passive 

existence. It’s warfare on sin.  

Application 

Paul’s commands are geared towards new Christians. Well what about the good number of us who’ve been Christians for 

decades? It’s still live out who you are.  

It’s renewal of the mind. Taking advantage of instruction in this church. Daily reading the Scriptures. Talking with one 

another about God’s word. Driving out Satan’s lies with truth. Satan attacks today. The lies keep coming. New lies 

emerge that you never saw coming. The temptations keep coming. So the truth needs to stay fresh in our hearts. We can 

forget or neglect what we once learned. No coasting.  

Another thing. Life changes. A season of ease might provoke spiritual apathy. A season of heat (trials) might provoke 

despair or anger with God. We can be prepared beforehand by you guessed it: renewed minds drenched with Scripture.  

Christian, the pursuit to actualize who we are in Christ remains until we die. Because, even though we’ll see significant 

gains and we’ll see evidences of newness of life within, we never fully attain “to the measure of the stature of fullness of 

Christ” (4:13).  

What is the Christian life? Living out who we are. Together in community. Through God’s truth.  

Non-Christian 

Maybe you’re considering Christianity. What have we learned today? There’s two ways to live. We can go on rejecting 

God and do life our own way. Paul calls this darkness. Or we can humble ourselves by learning from Jesus and renewing 

our minds.  

We were created to know and love and serve God. But the first man, Adam, rejected God’s command. This brought death 

and sin into our world. Born with a sinful nature, we fail to honor God and we chose to do life our own way. Deceitful 

desires hold sway. 

God holds us accountable for our personal rebellion. Those who persist in rebellion will go to a place called hell that’s 

characterized by weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

In his great love, God sent his Son Jesus to die on the cross as a substitute. That whoever believes in Jesus will not face 

judgment but rather experience forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  

On the third day, Jesus was raised from the dead, vindicating his claims. Power over death means you can take Jesus’ 

promises to the bank. The truth is found in Jesus.  
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This good news challenges us to repent and believe. There’s two ways to live. We can go on rejecting God and living our 

own way. Or we can humble ourselves by asking for forgiveness and trusting in Jesus’ death and resurrection and joyfully 

submitting to God’s rule. 

Renew your minds. Turn from darkness. Don’t harden your hearts. 

 


