Ephesians: Preserving the Unity of the Church
Lesson 10: Walking With Renewed Minds
Ephesians 4:17-24

	So this I say: It is clear that here Paul is beginning a new section. He has been speaking about how we should live in terms of the unity of the body of Christ. He has called us to be “diligent” in the preservation of this unity (vs. 3). He has just finished telling us about the first enemy of unity, and how God has provided for our defense. This first enemy is error, and the remedy, as demonstrated in v. 11-16, is the faithful leadership and teaching of men in the church. Now Paul turns to the individuals who make up the body of Christ in Ephesus and intends to instruct them in their responsibility to live as those who know Christ, who have had their minds renewed by the Word and the Spirit.

Gentiles: (ethnos); This word gives us the basis for our English work “ethnic” and broadly means “peoples.” In certain contexts in the New Testament it is often used to designate non-Israelites who were also understood to be unbelievers. The “peoples” were those who lived outside of God’s law, and here it is best to understand them merely as “unbelievers.”







futility: (mataiotaiti);  useless, transitory, without purpose, with no value or use.





understanding: (dianoia); mind, thought, intention, decision-making



















heart: (kardias); from which we get cardiac; Paul here is using this term, not to describe the physical organ, but the center of the person. In the Greek world, the heart was the seat of the physical, spiritual, and mental life. Think of it as the “command and control” center of the entire person, and especially of the inner life.





So what do we think of the believer who has given herself over to the willful pursuit of sinful pleasure?
What we know from the Bible (see: Hebrews 12:7-11) is that God is a very good Father. He does not allow His children to disobey without consequence. Those who are truly His, in whom the Spirit is living, will feel His hand of discipline increasingly until they repent and return to His arms. So if someone is pursuing a sinful lifestyle, we can say one of two things:
1) They are not truly believers, are risking the eternal judgment of God, and need to repent; or
2) They are believers, and are risking the disciplining hand of God, and need to repent! 
Either way, our best message to them is one of a loving call to repentance before the face of a holy and loving God.

sensuality: (aselgeia); lack of self-restraint in areas of indecency; licentiousness.

impurity: (akatharsias); uncleanness, indecency; moral corruption, vileness.



















old self: (ton palaion anthropon); literally “the old man”; Paul often characterizes the unbeliever as the “old” man in contrast to the “new” life that is granted to the believer in Christ. Here he is speaking about the sinful desires that directed who we were before we came to Christ. 

	When we talk about church unity, there are really two important aspects. First, there is the work of the leadership of the church. These leaders are responsible to God for the truth they teach, the way they lead, and the extent to which they equip the members of the body to accomplish the work of service to Christ (vs. 12). The result is that the body grows from childishness to maturity. But Paul ends this train of thought with a very important essential: according to the proper working of each individual part. It is here that we come to understand the second important aspect of church unity and maturity: the lives of the individuals in the church.

Having talked about the role of church leadership, Paul now moves on to enumerate the ways that the people comprising the body of Christ must act in order to hold the body together and promote its growth in maturity and love.

17. no longer walk just as the Gentiles walk: Paul begins by declaring that some in the Ephesian church are still living like those who don’t know Jesus. 

I have often considered this verse to be among the most surprising verses in the New Testament. It seems strange that Paul so easily calls attention to the fact that some in the Ephesian church were living lives characterized by sin. They were largely indistinguishable from those whose hearts and minds had never been reclaimed by Christ. He goes on to describe the similarity, and it really boggles the mind to think that these could be truly redeemed. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Yet notice that Paul nowhere suggest they are not Christ-followers. Rather, he strongly denounces their way of life as inconsistent with the way they learned about Jesus. The only indication of Paul’s skepticism is his use of “if” in verse 21.

In verses 17-19 Paul gives a good description of the unbelieving mind, heart, and life. But as we study this, never forget that Paul’s point here is that we as Christ-followers still retain the ability to mimic those who are still in unbelief. Paul’s point must be our focus: we must never allow our remaining sinfulness to become the dominant force in our lives. Rather, by the renewing of our minds, we are to live lives that testify to the grace and glory of the One who has made us alive in Christ.

Note: The description Paul gives relates to the overall picture of unredeemed society. It is not to say that every unbeliever will fall to the depths of their wickedness potential but only that, over all, the perversion that often characterizes unbelieving society as a whole stems from the sin-ruined mind and heart of unbelief. 

The Mind of the Unbeliever

17. in the futility of their mind: Paul’s point here is both clear and tragic. The mind of the unbeliever will never come to know satisfaction apart from the redeeming power of Christ. Without Christ, the mind cannot comprehend the eternal truths relating to the real meaning and purpose of life. 

18. being darkened in their understanding: Perhaps here Paul is speaking autobiographically in remembrance of his own experience on the road to Damascus (see: Acts 9). Paul, before his encounter with Christ, prided himself in having clear religious vision. He knew the truth, lived the truth, and was recognized as blameless. In reality, he was completely blind to the truth. Christ actually blinded him physically to show him just how spiritually blind he was. This never left him in terms of his theology. Paul’s message always included the belief that, until the power of the God opens our eyes, we are spiritually blind to the truth, and completely content to order our own lives in the darkness (see: Romans 8:7; 1 Corinthians 2:14; 2 Corinthians 4:3,4).

The Spiritual State of the Unbeliever

18. excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them: Paul draws a connection between the darkened mind and the fact of spiritual death. In terms of their physical lives, they are alive; but in relation to God, they are dead. This is the same state Paul has described earlier in 2:1. Sin’s effects can only be reversed by the power of God through the Gospel. 






The Heart of the Unbeliever

18. because of the hardness of their heart … having become callous: Here we see that the darkened understanding has a devastating effect on the heart of man. Sin, having blinded the spiritual eyes of the person, has also deadened the soul, and hardened the heart. Paul describes this as the heart being like the calluses on the bottom of the feet in that day when many went barefoot. This devastating picture of the unbeliever is even more poignant when we realize that some believers in Ephesus were acting in ways that made them indistinguishable from unbelievers.



The Life of the Unbeliever

19. have given themselves over: Here Paul gives the reason for sinful living. The unbeliever, unable and unwilling to pursue the truth of God, instead rushes headlong into a life of personal pleasure. They willingly set out to satisfy their longings, believing that this will fill the emptiness of their souls. For the believer to imitate this willful pursuit of sinful pleasure is devastating. 

have given themselves over to sensuality: The unbeliever erroneously believes that what God says is indecent and wicked can actually bring about happiness and well-being. What God forbids out of love, the unbelieving heart pursues out of lust. 

for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness: Having surveyed many different lands and societies Paul declares that the pattern of sinful humanity is the pursuit of deeper and deeper forms of impurity. Further, the appetite for moral corruption seems to be insatiable. 

The Way of Belief

Having described the mind, heart, and life of those who do not know Christ, Paul now goes on to describe what ought to be the pattern of life for the believer.

20. Learn Christ: Paul exhorts his readers that their minds did not “learn” Christ in a way that would condone sinful behavior and the greedy pursuit of immorality. Their minds are not filled with futility and are not darkened in their understanding. They do not need to live the way they once lived! They have been redeemed, and now need to understand the privileges that are theirs in Christ.

21. If indeed you have heard Him and been taught in Him: This is the only place where Paul allows for the possibility that those whose sinful lives have become so prominent may, in fact, not be Christ-followers! It is always the case that some who profess Christ do so for reasons other than sincere repentance and faith. This may be the case in Ephesus, but Paul is not sure. Consequently, he calls them all to re-evaluate their lives, measuring them against the righteousness unto which Christ has called them (vs. 24). 

22. lay aside the old self: Paul begins a simple 3-part strategy for living in a manner consistent with their calling by God in Christ. First, they must recognize that their old way of living was corrupt. It was motivated by selfish and sinful impulses, and its end was anything but satisfying. In fact, they were headed for wrath (see 2:1-3). Their old way of life was the way of death.

Paul uses the picture here of a person changing clothes. First, we are to “lay aside” or take off our old clothes, our old life full of corruption and deceit. Then we are to “be renewed” in the spirit of our minds so that we recognize the great benefit of “putting on” the new clothes of righteousness and holiness of the truth.

being corrupted in accordance with the lusts of deceit: Once again Paul needs to describe the negatives of the sinful lifestyle. He defines the lusts that fuel sinful living as being “deceitful.” We are reminded of Eve in the Garden (see: Genesis 3).  When she looked at the forbidden fruit through the lens of disobedience, she saw something she thought would make life better. After all, the serpent had said as much! But the deceitfulness of sin obscured the reality that eating the fruit would mean spiritual death and separation from the God who loved them, and who had created and fully furnished the garden for them. 

Satan’s greatest power comes from the fact that he is a master at creating the illusion of life on the canvas of death. But when we look through the eyes of faith, with a mind that has been renewed by Christ, we are able to see that holiness and righteousness are the real elements of satisfaction and purpose in this life and the next.

23. and be renewed in the spirit of your mind: The struggle to prefer righteousness over sin demands that our minds be constantly renewed with the truth of God. There is no substitute for the daily intake of biblical material, along with a steady diet of prayer, study, spiritual reflection, spiritual conversation, and participation with the Church in public worship. All of these act as the means whereby God consistently renews and matures our minds and hearts to know Him, understand His truth, and walk in His ways. 

24. and put on the new self: The final step is to replace the old with the new; to discard the old desires that were fueled by deceitful lusts and replace them with a diligent pursuit of holiness and righteousness. 

Later Paul would tell a young pastor named Timothy that living for Jesus would entail “fleeing youthful lusts, and pursuing righteousness, faith, love, and peace, with those who call upon God from a pure heart.”  (2 Timothy 2:22). Here we see the same basic strategy. The life Christ has called and enabled us to live will be known for what we run away from, what we run to, and who we run with. 








Life Principle:

Even as a follower of Christ I must still be diligent to pursue righteousness and truth, knowing that this world will  try to deceive me into pursuing that which God forbids, and is truly hurtful to me. 



Study Questions

1. What would you say to a friend of yours who, while professing to be a Christ-follower, lived a life that was characterized by sin?






2. Trace Paul’s description of the unbeliever in Ephesians 4:17-19. How is this evidenced in our society today? What is the only answer to this kind of living?






3. Discuss the 3-part strategy for Christian living given by Paul in Ephesians 4:22-24. How often do you think this needs to be done? What are the dangers of thinking that this only has to be done once?   






4. What does Paul mean by “the renewing of your mind”? How is this renewal accomplished? How often should we attend to the renewing of our minds?
  



Journal

1. In studying this lesson, I found the most comfort in learning that . . .







2. The area(s) in my life that most need(s) to change in order to live out what I have learned in this lesson is (are) . . .







3. By God's grace, I am going to pursue obedience to God's Word by making the following changes, or adopting the following practices in my life:

What I must stop doing/being:






What I must begin doing/being:
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