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INTRODUCTION: 

IMPRISONED 

Do you ever feel like a prisoner? We encounter a 

problem in one area—health, finances, emotions, a 

relationship, or some negative behavior—and every 

other area is affected. We feel trapped. We long to 

escape and move forward, but our circumstances can 

feel like iron bars.  

When Paul wrote his letter to the Ephesians he 

actually was a prisoner. The Romans arrested him in 

Jerusalem when a Jewish mob attacked him. The Jews 

resented his message that both Jew and Gentile could 



 
 

— 2 — 

be saved through faith in Jesus. Though he could find 

no fault with Paul, the Roman governor kept him in 

prison to pacify the Jews. Ultimately, Paul appealed to 

Caesar. He was taken to Rome and kept under house 

arrest. He may have even been chained to a Roman 

soldier as he wrote.  

Since Paul had been so active traveling and teaching 

people about Jesus, his confinement must have been 

deeply discouraging. But in spite of his circumstances, 

his outlook on living for Christ wasn’t bleak. He began 

the second half of his letter by saying, “I therefore, a 

prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner 

worthy of the calling to which you have been called” 

(Eph 4:1).  

Paul was physically stuck in prison, but as he wrote 

to the Ephesians, he envisioned the Christian life as 

walking freely and moving forward. Before conversion 

we walk in trespasses and sins (Eph 2:1-2). That is 

bondage, but when you come to believe in Christ you 

discover that God has prepared a new path of good 

works in which we can walk (2:10). In Christ you can 

walk away from futility and darkness (4:17-18) and 
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move forward in love (5:2), light (5:8), and wisdom 

(5:15) regardless of your circumstances.  

Aren’t you ready to move forward?  
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CHAPTER 1: 

YOUR BIGGEST OBSTACLE 

For some reason, obstacle courses are really 

popular right now. What was once exclusive to military 

training is now prime time entertainment. People even 

test themselves by competing in local races with all 

sorts of extreme challenges—climbing walls, crawling 

through mud, and jumping over fire. As intense as 

those exercises may seem, they are far easier than 

enduring the persistent obstacles of everyday life.  

Little difficulties pile up and weigh us down, but our 

biggest obstacle to moving forward isn’t some external 
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circumstance. It’s internal. We are handicapped by our 

own selfishness. Rather than relying upon God or other 

people, we try to handle things on our own. When the 

going gets rough, we compare ourselves to other 

people. Our selfishness prompts us to sulk and brood 

over how unfair things are. Proverbs 18:1-2 highlights 

the danger of being absorbed with ourselves. It says,  

Whoever isolates himself seeks his own 

desire; he breaks out against all sound 

judgment. A fool takes no pleasure in 

understanding, but only in expressing his 

opinion. 

So if you are going to move forward, you have to get 

over yourself.  

Paul began Ephesians 4 with an urgent plea for 

Christians to walk worthy. In the first sixteen verses of 

the chapter he explained that the way to walk worthy is 

by walking together. As we make our way through these 

verses we’ll see that strong relationships with other 

Christians is both the goal of walking worthy and the 

practical resource to help us do so. In the first six 

verses, Paul presented three commitments that help us 

overcome our selfishness.  
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COMMITMENT 1: 
HEED THE CALL 

Trumpets have been used by armies for thousands 

of years to call troops to battle. Their tone has a way of 

cutting through everything else. But there’s also 

something about that sound that stirs people’s hearts, 

inspiring them to move forward. The call of God has a 

similar, but far greater effect in the lives of his people. 

In order to overcome our selfish inclination, we must 

give heed to the nature of this call. 

Paul spoke of the call in Ephesians 4:1. He said, “I 

therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a 
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manner worthy of the calling to which you have been 

called.” We often use the word calling to refer to a 

career choice, but Paul was referring to the way God 

draws someone to salvation. Back in the first chapter of 

Ephesians he described how God chose certain people 

in Christ and predestined them to adoption (vv. 4-5). 

At some point, however, that divine plan begins to 

impact the life of an individual as God enables that 

person to understand the truths of the gospel. Though 

the call of God is not audible, it has an obvious effect. 

How does the awareness of this call help us 

overcome our selfishness? We have to recognize that 

apart from God’s call we would not be saved. As Paul 

said in Ephesians 2, we go through life in a state of 

spiritual death. We are blind to our sinfulness and its 

consequences. We may be aware of God’s truth, but it 

does not sink in. God’s call is like a piercing trumpet 

blast that rouses us from a deep sleep. As Paul spoke of 

it in Romans 8:30, he did not even seem to allow for 

the possibility that it could be resisted or ignored. He 

said, “And those whom he predestined he also called, 

and those whom he called he also justified, and those 

whom he justified he also glorified.” We are saved at 
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God’s initiative, not our own. We are completely 

dependent upon him from first to last. 

Some people reject the idea that God’s call is 

irresistible and permanent. They emphasize the free 

will of human beings in choosing God. So from their 

point of view, walking worthy is a matter of 

maintaining your salvation. They assert that believing 

God is sovereign in salvation removes any incentive to 

obedience. But one of the problems with emphasizing 

free will is that it tends to feed a sense of personal pride. 

I chose to follow Christ when others didn’t. But in 

Ephesians 2:8, Paul said, “For by grace you have been 

saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it 

is the gift of God.” 

So if salvation is completely at God’s initiative and 

entirely by his grace, why bother changing? We 

shouldn’t be motivated by fear of wandering away, but 

by gratitude. If you believe in Christ, it’s only because 

God called you. You did not deserve to be called. You 

were not worthy in any sense. You did not meet God 

half way. He reached all the way to us, so live in a way 

that reflects a humble gratitude. Walk worthy of the 
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call that you have received. Live for him not for 

yourself.  
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COMMITMENT 2: 
KEEP THE PEACE 

If the Christian life is about moving forward, how 

do you know whether you’re really making any 

progress? Sometimes on a long road trip, I’ll watch the 

odometer to see how far I’ve come and how much 

farther I have to go. But there’s a problem with that 

approach. You can rack up lots of miles driving in a 

circle without ever really going anywhere.  

In the same way, we can fool ourselves into 

believing that we’re moving forward spiritually just 

because we’re busy. Some Christians judge spiritual 
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maturity by how often they pray, read the Bible, or go 

to church. Others think that they’re making progress 

when they are involved in some kind of service or 

ministry activity. How are we supposed to measure a 

worthy walk? Is all of our religious busyness the 

equivalent of driving around in a circle? 

Paul focused on how we relate to people. We move 

forward by keeping the peace. In Ephesians 4:2-3 he 

said, “with all humility and gentleness, with patience, 

bearing with one another in love, eager to maintain the 

unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.” It would be far 

easier to judge our spiritual progress by some other 

standard, but Paul has good reason to emphasize 

relationships. The Apostle John put it this way in 1 

John 4:20— 

If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his 

brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love 

his brother whom he has seen cannot love 

God whom he has not seen. 

The characteristics that Paul described in 

Ephesians 4 stand in direct opposition to our 

selfishness and are all perfectly modeled by Jesus. He 

showed humility by becoming human and dying for our 
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sins. Paul explained this connection in Philippians 2:5-

8, where he said, 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is 

yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in 

the form of God, did not count equality with 

God a thing to be grasped, but emptied 

himself, by taking the form of a servant, 

being born in the likeness of men. And being 

found in human form, he humbled himself 

by becoming obedient to the point of death, 

even death on a cross.  

Jesus demonstrated gentleness in how he cared for 

those burdened by sickness and sin. He described his 

own ministry this way when he said, 

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 

upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle 

and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light (Matt 11:28-30).  

Jesus exercised patience and loving forbearance 

toward the disciples in their slowness to understand. 

He also prayed for his followers to be united in John 

17:20-23, where he said, 
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I do not ask for these only, but also for those 

who will believe in me through their word, 

that they may all be one, just as you, Father, 

are in me, and I in you, that they also may be 

in us, so that the world may believe that you 

have sent me. The glory that you have given 

me I have given to them, that they may be 

one even as we are one, I in them and you in 

me, that they may become perfectly one, so 

that the world may know that you sent me 

and loved them even as you loved me. 

How do you relate to people, particularly to other 

Christians? Are you walking worthy by following Jesus’ 

example? Do you focus on your own wants or do you 

serve people with an attitude of humility? Do you resort 

to harshness to get your way or do you treat people with 

gentleness? Do you get frustrated when people slow 

you down or are you patient? Are you easily irritated or 

do you lovingly bear people’s shortcomings? Are you 

quick to fight and divide or are you genuinely eager to 

maintain unity and peace?  

If we’re going to move forward spiritually, we must 

overcome our selfishness through an active 

commitment to keep the peace in a Christ-like way. 

  



 
 

— 17 — 

COMMITMENT 3: 
SEE THE CONNECTION 

Sometimes the same image conveys very different 

ideas. At the end of Ephesians, Paul referred to himself 

as an ambassador in chains. Those chains reflected the 

opposition he faced and his resulting lack of freedom. 

As he said in verse 1, he was a prisoner. But at the end 

of verse 3, he used a word drawn from the same root as 

prisoner. He spoke of the “unity of the Spirit in the 

bond of peace.” This bond is a positive one, connecting 

together all who believe in Jesus Christ. In verses 4-6 
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he described the realities or experiences we share in 

common as if they are all links in a chain. He said,  

There is one body and one Spirit—just as you 

were called to the one hope that belongs to 

your call—one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 

one God and Father of all, who is over all and 

through all and in all. 

To overcome our selfishness we need to see how 

closely connected we are with other believers.  

There are seven links in this chain that binds us 

together. First, Paul spoke of all believers being one 

body. He previously introduced this idea back in 1:23 

where he spoke of the church as the recipients of 

Christ’s fullness. Paul also used the word body in 2:16 

to speak of the connection we have because we were all 

reconciled to God through Christ’s death on the cross. 

Later in chapter 4 Paul will say more about the body as 

he instructs believers to serve and encourage each 

other. Do you think of yourself as being part of a body? 

Do you have that kind of care and concern for other 

believers? Living out that connection forces us to 

overcome our selfishness.  

The second link is the Spirit. Back in 1:13 Paul spoke 

of believers being sealed with the promised Holy Spirit. 
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There is only one Holy Spirit, but he indwells every 

Christian securing our salvation and producing 

spiritual fruit. All of us are undergoing the same 

process of change because of the work of the Spirit. 

Sometimes we become self-absorbed, consumed with 

what’s happening in our own lives. Do you ever stop to 

think that the Spirit is doing similar work in every other 

believer? 

Third, Paul said, “you were called to the one hope 

that belongs to your call.” All believers are headed 

toward the same destination, eternal life in the 

presence of God.  Paul highlighted this hope by 

declaring that Christians are blessed with every 

spiritual blessing (1:3). He described a future time 

when all things in heaven and earth will be united in 

Christ (1:11). His prayer was that the Christians in 

Ephesus would know this hope, treasuring it as the 

riches of a glorious inheritance (1:18). So if we’re going 

to spend eternity enjoying these blessings together, 

don’t you think we should learn to walk together 

through life now? 

The fourth link is that we all have one Lord. Since 

Paul mentioned God the Father at the end of the list, 
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Lord must be his way of referring to Jesus Christ. This 

title may suggest the deity of Jesus since the word 

“Lord” was used to speak of God in the Old Testament. 

The main idea, however, is of someone who should be 

served and obeyed. In our selfishness we want to be 

lord over everyone and everything, but that role 

belongs exclusively to Jesus. Is he the one you’re 

striving to please? That shared goal should unite us.  

Fifth, Paul spoke of believers having one faith. Paul 

could have been referring to the things that we believe, 

Christian doctrine, or to the very act of believing. 

Ultimately, it’s impossible to separate the two. The 

essence of Christianity is trusting in Jesus Christ to 

save us through his death and resurrection. In Romans 

10:9 Paul said, “if you confess with your mouth that 

Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised 

him from the dead, you will be saved.” If we are 

completely dependent upon Christ, then what ground 

do we have for selfishness or boasting? The ground is 

level at the foot of the cross.  

The sixth link in Paul’s chain is baptism. Sometimes 

the word baptism is used to speak of people receiving 

the Holy Spirit (Matt 3:11), but since the Spirit has 
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already been mentioned in this list we should 

understand this as a reference to water baptism.  

The problem today, however, is that Christians hold 

conflicting views of baptism. Roman Catholic churches 

baptize infants to cleanse them from the effects of 

original sin. Reformed and Presbyterian churches 

think of baptism as the New Testament replacement 

for circumcision, so they baptize infants as a way to 

identify them with the church. But the pattern we see 

in the book of Acts is that people chose to be baptized 

as a personal response to the gospel. So for instance 

Acts 2:38 tells us, 

And Peter said to them, “Repent and be 

baptized every one of you in the name of 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 

and you will receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit.”  

By its very nature, baptism is a humbling act.  It is 

a way of publicly showing that you are a sinner who 

needs a Savior to cleanse you from your sin. Your 

parents cannot do that for you. That decision to humble 

yourself in being baptized is supposed to be one of the 

experiences that all believers have in common. Have 
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you had that experience? If not, I encourage you to 

follow the New Testament pattern of baptism.  

Finally, Paul spoke of one God and Father of all, 

who is over all and through all and in all. If nothing else 

has squelched our selfishness, then this thought 

should. He is God and we are not. He is the Almighty 

Creator of all things who holds the universe together. 

He deserves all glory, honor, and praise not you or me. 

All true Christians are united by the experience of 

humbly worshiping him. Are you a true worshiper?  

Don’t miss this chain of connections that unite us 

with other Christians! Remind yourself over and over 

again. 
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CONCLUSION 

Selfishness is our biggest obstacle in moving 

forward spiritually. To overcome it, we must be 

committed to heeding the call, keeping the peace, and 

seeing all the things that connect us with other 

believers.  

Have you accepted God’s call to salvation? If not, I 

encourage you to confess Christ as Lord and believe in 

your heart that God raised him from the dead. Repent 

of your sin and be baptized. If you’re not ready to take 

that step, I encourage you to continue to learn. Spend 

some time reading the Bible, perhaps even this chapter.  

If you are a believer, do you relate to people in the 

ways that Paul described in Ephesians 4:2? Are you 

humble, gentle, and patient, bearing with people in 

love? If not, I encourage you to change your attitude 

and consider whether you need to take steps to 

reconcile with someone.  

May God help us move forward together in a spirit 

of unity. 
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QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. In light of Ephesians 2:8-10, what’s the difference 

between earning your salvation and “walking 

worthy”? 

 

2. In what situations do you find it most difficult to 

maintain the attitude described in Ephesians 4:2-

3?  

 

3. What practical steps could you take to prepare 

yourself to respond in a better way the next time 

you encounter one of those difficult situations? 
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CHAPTER 2: 

STICKING POWER 

In those terrible moments when someone’s favorite 

toy gets broken, I’ve always been quick to pull out the 

super glue. Some of the time it works. Some of the time 

it doesn’t, but there’s one substance to which it never 

fails to stick. Skin! Have you ever glued your fingers 

together?  

Our study of Ephesians 4:1-6 showed us that God’s 

primary measurement of our spiritual growth and 

progress is how we relate to other people. We walk 

worthy of God’s call by walking together. Don’t you 
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wish that having a close relationship with someone was 

as easy as gluing yourselves together?  

Of course, relationships are not that simple. You 

have to overcome your own selfish inclinations to 

exercise humility, gentle concern, and patience in a 

spirit of love. It can be difficult to relate that way to our 

favorite people, but Paul argued that every Christian 

should relate to every other Christian this way because 

of all that we have in common. While there is no such 

thing as relational super glue, in Ephesians 4:7-12 Paul 

identified six forces that hold us together.  

This challenging passage of Scripture has prompted 

a variety of interpretations. We will consider some of 

these views, but we cannot allow our study to 

degenerate into a merely academic exercise. Paul wrote 

these words to help Christians relate to one another in 

a way that accurately reflects the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

As we work through these verses, I encourage you to 

keep that focus in view. 
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FORCE 1: 
THE PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

OF GRACE 

The thought of being in the spotlight terrifies most 

people. We would much rather hide in a crowd. In 

church settings, that impulse translates into people 

staying as far away from the front of the room as 

possible. The back row always fills up first.  

There is no back row, however, when it comes to the 

experience of God’s grace. Though Paul emphasized 

the essential unity of all Christians in Ephesians 4:1-6, 

that unity does not obscure our individuality. We do 



 
 

— 28 — 

not get lost in the crowd. In verse 7, Paul said, “But 

grace was given to each one of us according to the 

measure of Christ's gift.” We experience God’s grace 

personally and individually. 

Most Bible students say that the grace Paul has in 

mind here is a spiritual gift, a God-given ability to serve 

other Christians. In both Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 

12, Paul spoke of such abilities. In Romans 12:6-8 he 

said, 

Having gifts that differ according to the grace 

given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in 

proportion to our faith; if service, in our 

serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching; 

the one who exhorts, in his exhortation; the 

one who contributes, in generosity; the one 

who leads, with zeal; the one who does acts 

of mercy, with cheerfulness. 

The existence of these gifts mean that every Christian 

has a unique role to play.  

Your gift may be used behind the scenes, hidden 

from most people’s view, but because God granted it to 

you, you are front and center in his eyes. In 1 Peter 4:10, 

Peter wrote, “As each has received a gift, use it to serve 

one another, as good stewards of God's varied grace.” 



 
 

— 29 — 

We are stewards not just of an ability, but of the gospel 

of God’s abundant saving grace. Our individual 

spiritual gifts all flow from our experience of grace, 

enabling us to participate in spreading the message and 

influence of grace. Because of the personal nature of 

this experience, God holds us personally responsible 

for how we use it. We are stewards! 

Our possession of spiritual gifts becomes a force to 

pull us together then because it makes us depend upon 

one another. In Romans 12:4-5, Paul said,  

For as in one body we have many members, 

and the members do not all have the same 

function, so we, though many, are one body 

in Christ, and individually members one of 

another. 

We cannot stand alone. In order to move forward 

spiritually, we must allow other believers to use their 

gifts to help us along.  

Have you experienced God’s saving grace? If so, he 

has given you an ability to help spread the message and 

expand the influence of grace in other people’s lives. 

Are you using that ability? Are you allowing others to 

use their gifts to help you grow? 
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FORCE 2: 
THE TRIUMPHANT ASCENSION 

OF CHRIST 

Parades always seem to attract a crowd, particularly 

when they are in celebration of one of our favorite 

holidays. They usually create fun memories for 

everyone involved, but it wasn’t that way in the ancient 

world. Their parades were often in celebration of 

military victories. Enemies who survived the battle 

were led in procession by the conquering army. They 

were put on display as an act of humiliation before 

being executed or led away into slavery. 
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Paul referred to an event like this in Ephesians 4:8 

to describe the triumph of Christ’s ascension into 

heaven. He said, “Therefore it says, ‘When he ascended 

on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to 

men.’” This triumphant ascension is another force that 

holds believers together. 

Paul quoted these words from Psalm 68:18 because 

it speaks of gifts being distributed. His quotation raises 

several questions that we do not have time to address 

today. The opening lines of the psalm, however, give us 

a feel for it. In verses 1-3 David said, 

God shall arise, his enemies shall be 

scattered; and those who hate him shall flee 

before him! As smoke is driven away, so you 

shall drive them away; as wax melts before 

fire, so the wicked shall perish before God! 

But the righteous shall be glad; they shall 

exult before God; they shall be jubilant with 

joy! 

Clearly, David was anticipating God’s ultimate victory 

over all opposition. 

So when Paul quoted the psalm, what captives did 

he have in mind? Some people say that Paul applied 

this to Old Testament believers who could finally enter 
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heaven with Christ because of his death and 

resurrection. But in light of what we’ve seen from 

Psalm 68, I think it makes more sense to say that the 

ascension of Christ began an ongoing triumphal 

procession. The captives are all who oppose God—

Satan, his demons, sin, death, and all who reject 

Christ’s lordship. 

What does this victory parade have to do with 

unifying Christians? Paul used a similar picture in 2 

Corinthians 2:14-16. He said,  

But thanks be to God, who in Christ always 

leads us in triumphal procession, and 

through us spreads the fragrance of the 

knowledge of him everywhere. For we are the 

aroma of Christ to God among those who are 

being saved and among those who are 

perishing, to one a fragrance from death to 

death, to the other a fragrance from life to 

life. Who is sufficient for these things? 

Paul was not talking about a literal parade. He used 

that image to communicate the idea that Christ’s 

victory creates a division. Some people are being saved. 

Those are the ones who receive Christ’s gifts to help us 

grow. But others are perishing as captives, heading 
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toward eternal condemnation. Ancient triumphs had a 

certain smell as flower petals were thrown in 

celebration and trampled underfoot. For the victors 

that smell was sweet, but for the captives it was a sign 

that they would soon die. There is no middle ground. 

Which side are you on? 

As we go through life then, all of us who have the 

aroma of life, as Paul called it, are drawn together in 

celebration of Christ’s victory. The force of Christ’s 

triumph should make us grateful for anyone who is on 

his side. 
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FORCE 3: 
THE COSTLY DESCENT 

OF CHRIST 

I enjoy thrill rides at amusement parks. But in that 

moment of no return as I strap in, I do wonder if I will 

live through the experience. I just reassure myself that 

all the other people who got on the ride before me 

survived. Those who follow Jesus Christ can have the 

same kind of outlook about suffering and even death. 

Jesus has gone before us.  

In Ephesians 4:9 Paul spoke of Jesus descending. 

Referring back to the quote in verse 8, he said, “In 



 
 

— 35 — 

saying, ‘He ascended,’ what does it mean but that he 

had also descended into the lower regions, the earth?” 

Scholars debate what Paul meant by lower regions. One 

possible interpretation of lower regions, is to simply 

understand it as a reference to the earth. This is the 

view reflected by the punctuation in the English 

Standard Version quoted above. Jesus often made this 

point. John 3:13 tells us that he said, “No one has 

ascended into heaven except he who descended from 

heaven, the Son of Man.” He humbled himself by 

becoming human so that he could reveal God’s truth to 

us.  

These lower regions could also refer to Christ’s 

death. He experienced the lowest point of earthly 

human existence. As Paul said in Philippians 2:8, “And 

being found in human form, he humbled himself by 

becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on 

a cross.” He died in our place so that we could be 

forgiven of our sins.  

Others go even further and say that the lower 

regions are the place mentioned in 1 Peter 3:18-19. 

Peter wrote,  
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For Christ also suffered once for sins, the 

righteous for the unrighteous, that he might 

bring us to God, being put to death in the 

flesh but made alive in the spirit, in which he 

went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison. 

Some say that these spirits were Old Testament 

believers who could not enjoy the fullness of eternal life 

until after Christ’s death and resurrection. Others say 

that these spirits were demons who had been 

imprisoned in the days of Noah. 

Whichever view Paul had in mind in Ephesians 4, 

his point was that Jesus willingly submitted to this 

costly, humbling experience and overcame. We must 

follow in the footsteps of our Savior. His descent 

reminds us of Paul’s plea in verse 2 to walk in humility, 

gentleness, and patience. He descended lower than we 

will ever have to go. So why can’t we get along with 

people? Let the force of Christ’s descent lead the way in 

your relationships. 
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FORCE 4: 
THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 

OF CHRIST 

When we look up into the sky, it’s easy to think that 

everything revolves around us. We see the sun, moon, 

and stars rise and set. We seem to be at the center, but 

astronomers see the bigger picture. Our planet is just a 

small part of a much bigger solar system.  

We have the same problem with how we look at life. 

We think that we’re at the center of everything. We 

want people and even God himself to fall into line with 

our plans. That selfishness destroys our relationships, 
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but Paul gave us a glimpse of the bigger picture in 

Ephesians 4:10. He said, “He who descended is the one 

who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he 

might fill all things.” 

Paul referred to this idea of filling and fullness at 

several points throughout this letter. In Ephesians 3:19 

he prayed for the Ephesians, “to know the love of Christ 

that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with 

all the fullness of God.” We might assume that this 

filling is God giving me all that I want, but it’s the exact 

opposite. In Ephesians 5:18 Paul said, “And do not get 

drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled 

with the Spirit.” In other words, this filling is a matter 

of yielding up our lives to God’s direction. He must be 

the center of our lives.  

So in Ephesians 4:10 when Paul spoke of Christ 

filling all things, he was talking about God’s ultimate 

plan for Jesus Christ to rule over all things. It’s the time 

when his kingdom comes, when his will is done on 

earth as it is in heaven (Matt 6:10).  It’s the time when 

every knee will bow before him (Phil 2:10). It’s the time 

when all things in heaven and earth are united in Christ 

(Eph 1:10).  
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Until that future time, Christ’s fullness should be 

seen in us, not just individually, but as a group. In 

Ephesians 1:22-23 Paul said, “And he put all things 

under his feet and gave him as head over all things to 

the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who 

fills all in all.” Jesus should be the center of our lives 

and our relationships. When people look at the church, 

they should see that we are held together by the force 

of Christ and his mighty plan. Look to him as your 

fullness. 
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FORCE 5: 
THE SPIRITUAL DIRECTION 

OF LEADERS 

After a few minutes of play even the youngest child 

discovers that it’s best to start a tower with certain 

blocks. The round ones and the triangles just won’t 

work. Even though we’ve each personally experienced 

God’s grace, God has given us a foundation. In 

Ephesians 4:11, Paul said, “And he gave the apostles, 

the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and 

teachers.” The church is held together by the spiritual 

direction of these God-given leaders. 
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Paul mentioned the apostles and prophets back in 

Ephesians 2:20. There he likened the church to a 

household, “built on the foundation of the apostles and 

prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone.” 

The word apostle means “sent one.” This was the title 

given to those who were appointed by Jesus himself. 

The New Testament prophets were those who received 

revelation from God for the church. The apostles and 

the prophets were foundational because God worked 

through them to establish the church and to write the 

various books of the New Testament. Some people 

claim that these are ongoing gifts within the life of the 

church today, but history has shown that those who 

make such claims have a tendency to abuse their 

authority and stray from biblical truth. In order to 

experience unity and genuine spiritual growth, we 

must be grounded on this foundation.  

Evangelists, shepherds, and teachers then are 

people who build upon that foundation. In other 

words, they draw upon the truths revealed by the 

apostles and prophets. Evangelists are those who focus 

on communicating the good news of Christ and leading 

people to faith in him. Shepherds or pastors are those 
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who care for a flock. Paul phrased the sentence in such 

a way that he grouped shepherds and teachers 

together. Some see the roles as one and the same. 

Teaching is a significant part of pastoral ministry. 

Others see these two roles as separate but overlapping. 

There may be teachers who do not shepherd. How ever 

we define them, all three groups of leaders draw upon 

the same foundation and that common foundation 

should produce unity in the church.  

Much more could be said about God’s design for 

leadership in the church, particularly about the 

character qualities spelled out in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 

1. Perhaps the best point of application for our study 

today comes from Hebrews 13:17 which says,  

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for 

they are keeping watch over your souls, as 

those who will have to give an account. Let 

them do this with joy and not with groaning, 

for that would be of no advantage to you. 

Are you willing to follow the direction of spiritual 

leaders who faithfully teach God’s truth? God gives 

them as an influential force to hold us together. 
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FORCE 6: 
THE CONSTRUCTIVE MINISTRY 

OF THE SAINTS 

People often talk about the 80-20 rule: 80 percent 

of the work is done by 20 percent of the people. In light 

of what we’ve just read about leaders, you might 

assume that the ratio should be even more skewed in 

the church. Hasn’t God given leaders to do all the 

work? Not according to Paul. In Ephesians 4:11-12 he 

said, “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the 

evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the 
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saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body 

of Christ.”  

Scholars disagree over how we should understand 

this series of phrases in verse 12. Some say that each of 

the phrases describe the leaders listed in verse 11. The 

leaders equip. The leaders do the work, and the leaders 

build up the body. But that interpretation contradicts 

the whole idea of the church functioning like a body. 

Paul already stressed in verse 7 the individual 

experience believers have of God’s grace saving and 

gifting them. Plus, here he speaks to their 

qualifications by calling them saints. So a better 

interpretation is to say that leaders equip the saints, 

but the saints do the work of ministry and build up the 

body. 

What kind of work does Paul have in mind? What is 

ministry? Typically, people think of some practical task 

like mowing the lawn, helping in nursery, collecting the 

offering, or playing music. Those are all necessary 

things, but we can easily get caught up in tasks and lose 

sight of the spiritual focus that Paul described in verses 

13-16. We will focus on that passage in our next study.  
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For now, the words in verse 12 give us a place to 

start. The word ministry could also be translated as 

service. Do you approach church life with a focus on 

serving or on being served? Are you willing to work? 

Are you building people up? The church should be a 

dynamic, constructive, interdependent group of 

people. When all of us have that kind of focus, the 

church becomes a powerful unifying force for God. 
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CONCLUSION 

If you want to experience relationships with real 

sticking power than you have to allow these forces to 

work in your life. Let God’s grace work in and through 

you. Live in light of Christ’s triumphant ascension and 

costly descent. Let Christ be your fullness, the center of 

your universe. Follow the spiritual direction of godly 

leaders who proclaim biblical truth. Finally, be an 

active part of the constructive ministry of the saints.  

If you are relatively new to the church, several of the 

concepts we’ve talked about today may be new to you. 

In light of what we’ve learned about Christ’s triumph, I 

encourage you to make sure you are on the right side. 

In his grace and mercy, God sent Jesus to die for our 

sins. Receive his grace today. At the very least, spend 

time learning more about how God has provided for 

our salvation. Ephesians 2 would be a good place to 

start. 

If you are a believer, then are you really committed 

to being a part of Christ’s body? You cannot be what 

God wants you to be without being an active part of the 

church. Plus, the church cannot be what God wants it 

to be without you. Would you renew your commitment 
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to the life of the church? Not to a program, but to the 

people. Maybe you know someone who needs to be 

encouraged. Don’t leave that for the pastor to do. Don’t 

wait for someone else. Reach out to that person. Pray 

with them. Share some passage of scripture with them.  

May God help us to be faithful stewards of his grace.  
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QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. What are some of the forces that undermine strong 

relationships? 

 

 

 

2. As you think about your relationships, which of 

these “forces” most encourages you? How so? 

 

 

 

3. What do you do to build up Christ’s body? What 

other ways could you serve? 
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CHAPTER 3: 

SPIRITUAL HEALTH 

It seems like the best way to sell a product today is 

to label it as good for your health. But what does it 

mean to be healthy? Can you measure it? Is it about 

numbers like your weight, blood pressure, and 

cholesterol count? Is it about what you do or what 

you’re able to do? Or is it about how you look or how 

you feel? Everybody has their own answers, so who’s to 

say which one is right? Do you trust your doctor’s 

opinion or do you form your own? 
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We would probably find even more variety if we 

asked people to define spiritual health, but ultimately 

that decision is not ours to make. From beginning to 

end, the Bible presents God as the judge who will 

ultimately examine our lives. In Jeremiah 17:10 he 

said, “I the LORD search the heart and test the mind, 

to give every man according to his ways, according to 

the fruit of his deeds.” God alone has the right to decide 

what spiritual health looks like.  

The problem we face, however, is that we are not 

naturally healthy. In Jeremiah 17:9, God shared his 

diagnosis. He said, “The heart is deceitful above all 

things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” 

Paul put it in even worse terms in Ephesians 2. He 

claimed that we are spiritually dead, children of wrath, 

but we do not have to remain in that condition. In 

Ephesians 2:4-5 Paul said,  

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the 

great love with which he loved us, even when 

we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive 

together with Christ--by grace you have been 

saved. 

We receive spiritual life through faith in Christ, but 

that does not make us instantly healthy. We have to 
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move forward. We have to grow into spiritual health, 

and we have been learning from our study of Ephesians 

4 that this growth does not come about in isolation. It 

happens in and through our relationships with other 

Christians as we walk together. 

So what does it mean to be spiritually healthy? In 

Ephesians 4:13-16 Paul reveals four measurements of 

spiritual health. As we examine these verses, I 

encourage you to evaluate your own spiritual health. 

Consider how you need to grow, and be willing to take 

whatever steps are necessary.  
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MEASUREMENT 1: 
WHAT WE KNOW 

Many people wonder whether our increasing 

reliance upon computers and smart devices is making 

us dumb. It’s never been easy to remember facts and 

details, but technology certainly saps our motivation. 

Why bother when you can google it? But there’s a more 

basic problem that dates back before computers, even 

before the printing press. People have always been 

tempted to assume that we possess knowledge when we 

can parrot a few facts. The real question, particularly 

when it comes to spiritual truth, is whether that 
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knowledge really possesses us. Does it shape our 

outlook on all of life?  

To measure spiritual health, we have to consider 

what we know. Paul made this point in the first part of 

Ephesians 4:13. He spoke of the church, Christ’s body, 

building itself up, “until we all attain to the unity of the 

faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God.” His 

words here point us to three key insights about the 

knowledge that God wants us to have. 

First, this knowledge is collective or corporate. It’s 

not good enough to leave the learning to a few biblical 

scholars. Paul says that the goal is for all of us to attain 

to this knowledge. The Christian life begins with 

learning. In 1 Timothy 2:4, Paul said that God, “desires 

all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of 

the truth.” We cannot be saved apart from the basic 

knowledge of the gospel.  

Those gospel basics then serve as the foundation for 

a lifetime of learning. Paul emphasized this concern for 

knowledge throughout Ephesians. In Ephesians 1:17 he 

prayed, “that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 

Father of glory, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and 

of revelation in the knowledge of him.” Then in 
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Ephesians 4:11 he explained that God gives the church 

knowledgeable teachers to equip all of us. So in order 

for us to move forward to spiritual health, the church 

must be devoted to learning God’s truth together. 

Next, we learn that this knowledge is systematic. 

Paul spoke of attaining to the unity or the oneness of 

the faith. This knowledge not just a collection of vague 

stories and random facts, it is a system, a 

comprehensive outlook on life that should be held by 

all Christians. It’s “the faith,” a body of specific truths 

in which we place our confident trust. Some people in 

the church pursue unity by minimizing doctrinal truth, 

but Paul’s words here contradict that approach. The 

key to true unity is more truth, not less. The church is 

only healthy to the degree that we are humbly pursuing 

the truth in a spirit of reliance upon God.  

Finally, this knowledge is personal and relational. It 

is not just a matter of facts and assertions, Paul 

described it as the knowledge of the Son of God. You 

can read a biography to learn about a person, but that’s 

far different from developing a relationship through a 

lifetime of interaction. Throughout Ephesians Paul 

makes the point that Christians have a spiritual 
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connection with Christ. We are in him and he is in us. 

So as we go through life with that connection, our 

knowledge of him grows. 

Paul’s reference to Jesus as the Son of God in verse 

13 stands out. In all of his letters, he only used that title 

in three other places. He seems to emphasize Christ’s 

deity here to remind us that this relationship connects 

us with the triune God. It’s an astounding gift of God’s 

grace that in spite of our sinful past we can be brought 

into such a lofty relationship. Is that how you think of 

the Christian life? Are you growing in the knowledge of 

the Son of God?  

So to measure our spiritual health, we have to ask 

what we know. What is it that determines our 

worldview, our outlook on life? Does that knowledge 

flow from and feed into our relationship with the Son 

of God? And do we keep it to ourselves or are we 

growing together? 
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MEASUREMENT 2: 
HOW WE LIVE 

When kids are young, they love to imitate their 

parents. Of course, they typically have the opposite 

impulse in their teens. But then sometime later in life, 

you’re surprised when you begin to realize ways that 

you’ve become like your parents without even trying. 

It’s the natural result of spending so much time with 

them. When it comes to our spiritual life then, it makes 

sense that knowing the Son of God should influence us 

to become more and more like him. So in order to 
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measure our spiritual health, we have to examine how 

we live.  

Paul made this same connection between knowing 

and imitating in Ephesians 4:13. He said that we should 

build up the body, “until we all attain to the unity of the 

faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature 

manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness 

of Christ.” So knowledge leads to mature, grown-up 

behavior that measures up to the fullness of who Christ 

is. Here again, Paul emphasized the corporate nature 

of spiritual growth. As the body of Christ, all Christians 

are to grow together into one mature man. The church 

should embody all that Jesus is.  

The idea of following Christ’s example is central to 

the Christian life. As Jesus preached during his earthly 

ministry, he called people to follow him. That 

invitation implied more than just joining his band of 

disciples as they traveled throughout the area. After 

Jesus predicted his suffering and death, Luke 9:23 tells 

us, “And he said to all, ‘If anyone would come after me, 

let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and 

follow me.’” At its root, following Christ requires self-

denial, and this self-denial is not optional. It’s not 
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something that only super-spiritual Christians do. 

Verse 24 tells us that Jesus said, “For whoever would 

save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my 

sake will save it.” The decision to follow Christ’s 

example of self-denial is an inherent part of saving 

faith.  

Though they use different terms, the apostles 

reinforce the idea of following Christ’s example in their 

writings. John said that Christians should walk in the 

same way that Jesus walked (1 John 2:6). Paul called 

people to imitate him as he imitated Christ (1 Cor 11:1). 

Peter spelled out Christ’s exemplary behavior in more 

detail in 1 Peter 2:21-23, when he said, 

For to this you have been called, because 

Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an 

example, so that you might follow in his 

steps. He committed no sin, neither was 

deceit found in his mouth. When he was 

reviled, he did not revile in return; when he 

suffered, he did not threaten, but continued 

entrusting himself to him who judges justly. 

So imitating Christ’s behavior requires that we entrust 

ourselves to God rather than giving way to sin, deceit, 

or reviling and threatening words. Is that how you live? 
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Sometimes when church leaders talk about 

becoming a Christian by receiving God’s grace and 

forgiveness through Christ, they fail to explain the 

personal commitment that is involved. Salvation is in 

Christ alone, by grace alone, through faith alone. But 

genuine saving faith includes trusting God to tell me 

how to live. He has not only told us, Jesus has shown 

us and empowers us through the Holy Spirit so that we 

can follow his example.  

So to evaluate our spiritual health, we must 

examine how we live. Are you denying yourself and 

following him? Does your life reflect the fullness of 

Christ’s character, particularly when you encounter 

times of suffering?  
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MEASUREMENT 3: 
HOW WE DISCERN 

When I was growing up, I went through a phase 

when I loved flying kites. I recall several afternoons 

when I was able to fly my kite up to the full length of 

my string on a steady breeze. I was mesmerized as it 

seemed to just hover in place. It seemed so free, soaring 

high above my neighborhood, but one day in strong, 

gusty winds my string snapped. The kite didn’t fly away 

or soar higher, as you might expect. Instead, it spiraled 

out of control and crashed in my neighbor’s backyard. 

In order to soar, a kite has to be anchored. Like a kite, 
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in order for us to flourish spiritually we must be 

anchored in God’s truth. We must measure how we 

discern truth in order to gage our spiritual health. 

We have already seen how Paul emphasized 

knowledge, but discernment uses that knowledge to 

identify and reject ideas that are false and misleading. 

In Ephesians 4:14 Paul spoke of attaining knowledge 

and the maturity of Christ-like behavior, “so that we 

may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the 

waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by 

human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.”  

Paul’s words may surprise you since Jesus spoke of 

becoming like children (Matt 18:3-4), but Jesus also 

warned about the danger of false teaching. Matthew 

7:15 tells us that he said, “Beware of false prophets, who 

come to you in sheep's clothing but inwardly are 

ravenous wolves.” They appear to be part of the flock, 

but they are driven by motives other than pleasing God. 

It could be the desire for power and influence (3 Jn 9-

10). It could be a desire for financial gain (2 Pe 2:3; Tit 

1:11). They may even use their false teaching as a 

pretext in order to exploit someone sexually (2 Tim 

3:6-8).  
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In Matthew 7:16, Jesus said, “You will recognize 

them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thorn 

bushes, or figs from thistles?” He meant this as an 

encouragement. Discernment should be relatively easy 

when you know the character of someone’s life. It’s 

much harder, however, in our world of mass media and 

Christian celebrities. We know very little about the 

character of popular authors and Bible teachers. Even 

within a local church, people can hide their true 

character. It’s important that we know the people who 

teach us on a personal level. They will not be perfect, 

but their lives should be marked by clear signs of 

Christ-like character. 

Even aside from someone’s character, we should be 

able to recognize false teaching when we hear it. 

Though some people may become hyper-critical in 

their discernment, condemning others for the slightest 

variation from their way of thinking, Paul condemned 

such behavior. In Titus 3:9, he said, “But avoid foolish 

controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and quarrels 

about the law, for they are unprofitable and worthless.”  

Paul’s concern was that believers reject teaching 

that undermined the gospel. In fact, most of his New 



 
 

— 63 — 

Testament letters address some way that people were 

distorting the gospel. Galatians 1:8 shows how serious 

such false teaching is. Paul said, “But even if we or an 

angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel 

contrary to the one we preached to you, let him be 

accursed.” 

Why is false teaching such a major concern? As Paul 

says here in Ephesians 4:14, it leads to spiritual 

instability. He pictured people being tossed around like 

ships in a storm. In 2 Peter 2:20-21, Peter expressed his 

concern in these sober words. He said,  

For if, after they have escaped the 

defilements of the world through the 

knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus 

Christ, they are again entangled in them and 

overcome, the last state has become worse 

for them than the first. For it would have 

been better for them never to have known the 

way of righteousness than after knowing it to 

turn back from the holy commandment 

delivered to them. 

So the spiritual health of the church must be 

measured by how well we are able to discern truth from 

error. Are you anchored in the truth? Do you really 

know the character of those from whom you learn? Do 
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you know the truths of the gospel well enough to 

recognize if someone begins to distort it?  
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MEASUREMENT 4: 
HOW WE ENGAGE 

When you see people competing in events like the 

Paralympic games, you can’t help but be impressed 

with how determined they are to overcome their 

physical disabilities. Yet for all that they are able to 

accomplish, I’m sure that if you asked one of those 

individuals, they would much rather be healed of their 

disability. To state the obvious, life is more difficult 

when you do not have the complete use of your body. 

So if the church is a body, and each of us are members, 

isn’t it fair to say that we are handicapped when 
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someone does not participate? Our spiritual health 

must be measured by how we engage in the life of 

Christ’s body. 

In Ephesians 4:15-16, Paul explained both how 

interdependent we are and what it looks like when we 

are fully engaged. He said,  

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to 

grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ, from whom the whole 

body, joined and held together by every joint 

with which it is equipped, when each part is 

working properly, makes the body grow so 

that it builds itself up in love. 

As we’ve seen throughout this passage, spiritual 

growth occurs in and through our connection as a 

group. The power comes from Christ, our head, but we 

are held together by every joint and built up by the 

proper working of each part. Some people suggest that 

the joints of the body are church leaders and the other 

parts are members, but such a distinction seems 

contrary to the point of these verses. The church is one 

interdependent unity. Is that how you think of your 

connection with other Christians? Do you honestly 
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believe that your spiritual health is bound up with 

theirs? 

So what does it look like when the parts of the body 

are functioning as they’re supposed to? The beginning 

of verse 15 sums it up well. Paul spoke of speaking the 

truth in love. He was not talking about being truthful 

in a general sense. This is the truth he spoke of back in 

Ephesians 1:13, the word of truth, the gospel of your 

salvation.  

Paul has come full circle in our passage: what we 

know leads to how we live which influences how we 

discern so that we know how to engage in speaking 

biblical truth to continue growing in what we know, 
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and at the center of it all is love. This is how the body 

grows into spiritual health.  

So is everyone really supposed to speak the truth? 

Isn’t that the job of church leaders? Can’t you just show 

up and listen and maybe give a little money once in a 

while? If you do not engage in speaking the truth, the 

church will be handicapped.  

I don’t think Paul was talking about preaching 

sermons. I think he had in mind a word of 

encouragement from Scripture when you notice that 

someone is discouraged, a word of exhortation when 

you know that someone is fighting temptation, a word 

of correction when you hear someone drifting into 

wrong belief, a word of rebuke when you find that 

someone is caught up in some sinful behavior. The 

work is far too big for a few church leaders. The only 

way it will ever happen is when every believer takes the 

responsibility and initiative to speak the truth. 

Of course, Christians err on one side or the other. 

Either we say nothing, or we become condescending. 

That’s why Paul told us to speak in love. Love is the 

sphere in which our speaking should take place. Love 

compels us to speak when we would rather stay silent. 
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If I genuinely care about my brothers and sisters in 

Christ, I can’t withdraw into isolation and ignore their 

spiritual well-being. I must be engaged in their lives by 

speaking God’s truth.  

On the other hand, love also opposes the pride and 

condescension that naturally arises in my heart. It 

leads me to speak truth in a way that is gentle and 

compassionate.   

A spiritually healthy church is a place where people 

are engaged in genuinely loving one another and 

speaking God’s truth. Are you engaged with people? Do 

you know people well enough to know what truths they 

need to hear? Do you allow them to know you? Do you 

speak? If so, is it done in love? When someone speaks 

to you, do you listen?  
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CONCLUSION 

Spiritual health is measured by what we know, how 

we live, how we discern, and how we engage. But this 

whole process does not start until you receive spiritual 

life in Christ. Are you ready to begin following Christ 

today? If so, I encourage you to confess your sinfulness 

to God and to receive Christ as your Savior and Lord. If 

you are not ready to take that step, then I encourage 

you to continue to learn what it means to follow Christ. 

The rest of Ephesians 4 gives us practical guidance 

about moving on from our old life. Set aside some time 

to read it.  

If you are following Christ, then perhaps this study 

highlighted some ways that you need to grow. You may 

need to deepen your knowledge, or to turn aside from 

some behavior that isn’t Christ-like. You may need to 

be more discerning or more engaged with other 

believers. I encourage you to pursue that area of 

spiritual growth, whatever it may be. Or perhaps God 

has brought to mind a situation in which you need to 

speak the truth. Don’t run from it. Be faithful. Be 

loving.  

May God fill us with his truth and love.   
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QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. What beliefs are essential for spiritual health? 

 

 

 

 

2. What are some of the attitudes and behaviors that 

Jesus modeled for us? 

 

 

 

 

3. What are some of the “winds” blowing today that 

undermine your spiritual health? 

 



 
 

 

  



 
 

 

 
 
 

part 2 
 

walk away 
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CHAPTER 4: 

REAL LIFE CHANGE 

Ancient Greek mythology tells the story of a king 

named Sisyphus. Because he was a master of deceit, 

even tricking some of the gods, his punishment after 

death was to roll a massive boulder up a steep hill. As 

soon as he reached the top, however, the boulder would 

magically roll back to the bottom, and he would have to 

begin again. He was bound to repeat the same task over 

and over in never-ending frustration.  

All of us want to move forward in life, but our 

attempts to change often leave us feeling like Sisyphus. 
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We make some kind of resolution, and we keep it for a 

while, but eventually we slide back. We get frustrated 

and try again with the same result. After several failed 

attempts, we begin to lose hope. Ultimately we can be 

overcome with depression and cynicism. 

The most difficult change of all is when we attempt 

to break free from habitual sins. We all have 

destructive ways of handling life that are contrary to 

God’s commands. We may twist and distort the truth 

with lies to get our way. We may push people around 

with angry outbursts. We may cook up schemes to take 

people’s money, possessions, or even their ideas. And 

who hasn’t used harsh, critical words to manipulate 

people? Patterns of behavior like these become so 

ingrained in us, that we may not even recognize what 

we’re doing. 

Thankfully, God provided a way for us to be 

forgiven of our sins. He sent Jesus to die for our sins. 

The Apostle Paul explained his death in Ephesians 1:7 

by saying, “In him we have redemption through his 

blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to 

the riches of his grace.” No one earns forgiveness by 

becoming a better person. Our efforts to change always 
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fall short. Jesus bore the punishment for our sins and 

then extends forgiveness to us as a gracious gift that we 

receive by faith.  

Once we are forgiven, however, Jesus does not let 

us continue in sin. He blazed a trail for us to follow 

through his wise teaching and compelling example. He 

empowers us with his presence through the Holy Spirit. 

Yet we must still cooperate in order to walk away from 

sin. Paul explained the process of real life change in 

Ephesians 4:17-24. He said,  

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. They are 

darkened in their understanding, alienated 

from the life of God because of the ignorance 

that is in them, due to their hardness of 

heart. They have become callous and have 

given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to 

practice every kind of impurity. 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, to put 

off your old self, which belongs to your 

former manner of life and is corrupt through 

deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the 

spirit of your minds, and to put on the new 
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self, created after the likeness of God in true 

righteousness and holiness. 

So Paul pictured real life change happening in three 

actions: putting off the old, renewing your mind, and 

putting on the new.  

Imagine yourself covered with dirt and grime. What 

would you do? You would strip down, shower off, and 

suit up in clean clothes. This simple picture shows us 

how to walk away from the sins that enslave us, but we 

need to unpack Paul’s words to see how this process 

works in real life. As we do, I encourage you to consider 

how these actions relate to the sin that most often 

tempts you.  
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ACTION 1: 
STRIPPING DOWN 

Have you ever been so dirty that you couldn’t ride 

in your car or even walk into your home? I’m not 

talking about a few spots on your clothes, but being 

covered head to toe. I’m talking about those times 

when dirt is everywhere—under your nails, in your 

hair, in your nose, in your ears. As disgusting as that 

sounds, we need to realize that from a spiritual point of 

view, sin goes even deeper. In order to change, we need 

to spiritually strip down so that we recognize how 

thoroughly sin has permeated our lives.  
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In Ephesians 4:17-19, Paul showed the pervasive 

influence of sin in the depths of people’s lives. He 

addressed specific sins later in verses 25-32, and we 

will look at those later on. Here in verse 19 Paul 

summed up all sinful behavior by speaking of the 

practice of every kind of impurity. Apart from Christ 

people’s lives are completely occupied with unclean 

business. Even those actions that appear to be good on 

the surface are corrupt. According to Paul this outward 

behavior is driven by two motives: sensuality and 

greed. Greed is the insatiable impulse to get more and 

more. Sensuality is a complete lack of restraint. It’s a 

setting aside of inhibitions to pursue whatever you feel. 

Ironically, as people follow their feelings Paul said that 

they become callous, unfeeling.  

In verses 17-18, Paul described the condition of the 

unbelieving heart and mind with four words. He spoke 

first of the futility or worthlessness of their minds. The 

fallen human mind does not work as it should. Next, he 

said they are darkened in their understanding. There is 

a blindness to God and his truth which leads then 

thirdly to ignorance. This ignorance is not a simple 

lack of knowledge, but a willful rejection of God 
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captured in Paul’s fourth word: hardness. Their heart 

is closed off and resistant. The result of this condition 

is that people are alienated from the life of God, 

removed from any connection with him.  

When someone becomes a Christian all of this—the 

behavior, the motives, and the mindset—should 

change. In verse 22 Paul said that the Ephesians were 

taught, “to put off your old self, which belongs to your 

former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful 

desires.” The verb tense he used in that verse portrays 

this as a decisive act, leaving the old self behind like a 

bunch of filthy clothes never to be worn again.  In 

Galatians 2:20 Paul likened this change to dying. He 

said,  

I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no 

longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and 

the life which I now live in the flesh I live by 

faith in the Son of God, who loved me and 

gave Himself up for me. 

This verse describes reality for everyone who believes. 

Our old self was crucified with Christ.  

But the old life has a way of hanging on, so in 

Ephesians 4:17 Paul had to tell the believers to walk no 

longer as the Gentiles do. Paul spoke of this same 
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problem in Romans 6:11. He said, “Even so consider 

yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ 

Jesus.” We must live out the reality of the cross.  

In order to experience real life change, we have to 

keep stripping down. When we find ourselves 

practicing some kind of impurity, we need to recognize 

that it’s not merely a matter of outward behavior. 

Though we have been set free we still give way to greed, 

sensuality, and callousness. Though we know better, 

we return to that old worthless, darkened mindset that 

hardens our heart. We have to recognize this pervasive 

influence of sin and strip it all off. 
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ACTION 2: 
SHOWERING OFF 

When you get dirty, simply changing your clothes 

doesn’t really help your situation. My family reminds 

me of that every time I finish a long run. I may have 

cooled down so that I don’t look sweaty, but they still 

smell me coming. They keep their distance until after I 

shower.  

We have a similar problem with spiritual impurity 

in our lives. As we saw in verses 17-19, it is not merely 

a matter of what you do. Sinful behavior flows from 

sinful motives prompted by sinful ways of thinking. 
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When someone tries to change their behavior without 

addressing the condition of their heart and mind, their 

new behavior just doesn’t smell right. Real life change 

requires spiritual cleansing.  

Paul spoke of this cleansing in verse 23 as being 

renewed in the spirit of your mind. Putting off and 

putting on are presented as active, but this renewal is 

passive. We cannot renew ourselves. God has to do it. 

Paul expressed this same idea in different terms in 

Titus 3:5-6. There he said,  

he saved us, not because of works done by us 

in righteousness, but according to his own 

mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 

renewal of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured 

out on us richly through Jesus Christ our 

Savior. 

This cleansing renewal only comes about through the 

work of the Holy Spirit, but we must still seek it. 

In Titus Paul spoke of the renewal as a one-time 

event occurring at the moment of salvation, but here in 

Ephesians he used a verb tense that indicates that it is 

ongoing. Our sinful ways of thinking have worn deep 

ruts in the pathways of our minds. Plus, we continue to 

be bombarded as the world presses us into its mindset 
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(Rom 12:2). The Spirit renews us at salvation, but the 

ongoing battle requires that we continue to rely upon 

him.  

How do we seek this renewing work of the Spirit? 

In Ephesians 6:17 Paul identified the word of God as 

the sword of the Spirit. Hebrews 4:12 says,  

For the word of God is living and active, 

sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing 

to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints 

and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts 

and intentions of the heart. 

The Spirit uses the Scripture that he inspired to carve 

away our sinful ways of thinking. So whenever we 

devote time to reading and meditating on the Bible 

with a humble, teachable heart, we open ourselves to 

the Spirit’s renewing work.  

Are you seeking this renewal? Do you fill your mind 

and heart with God’s Word? Do you allow your 

thinking to be renewed and transformed by the Spirit? 
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ACTION 3: 
SUITING UP 

In the old 1950s Superman show, Clark Kent would 

always rush into a phone booth whenever confronted 

with a crisis. He would strip off his coat and tie and 

emerge in his blue tights and red cape ready for action. 

Of course, the costume didn’t give him power, but it 

just didn’t seem right to see him use his power apart 

from the costume. He wore it wherever he went. 

Christians don’t have a literal costume or a uniform, 

but Paul used the idea of suiting up to illustrate the 
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power of real life change. And in our case, you might 

say that the power does come from the costume. 

In verse 24 Paul said that the Ephesians were 

taught, “to put on the new self, created after the 

likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.” As 

I mentioned earlier, the verb tense portrays this as a 

decisive action that takes place at the moment of 

salvation. In 2 Corinthians 5:17 Paul described this 

transformation by saying, “Therefore, if anyone is in 

Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; 

behold, the new has come.” What a profoundly 

encouraging truth! No matter what sins have 

characterized your life, the moment you come to faith 

in Christ you are a new creation.  

As Paul says here in Ephesians 4, this new self is 

created after the likeness of God in true righteousness 

and holiness. From the very beginning of creation, God 

created human beings in his image and likeness (Gen 

1:26). But when Adam sinned, that likeness was 

marred. We do not have true righteousness or holiness 

when we are born and we are completely unable to live 

that way. But in Christ, we are re-created, born again 

in the likeness of God. 
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But as we’ve said, the old life has a way of hanging 

on. We are still tempted, and sadly we still give in. We 

need to remember the reality of who we are so that we 

will live up to that standard. Paul made this point in 

Romans 13:14. He said, “But put on the Lord Jesus 

Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify 

its desires.” Christianity is not about following a bunch 

of rules. It’s about putting on Christ. We should be 

clothed in behavior that reflects his life. What’s more, 

he is the costume that empowers us to live in 

righteousness and holiness. Have you put on Christ? 

Do you live like him?  
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CONCLUSION 

Real life change is impossible in our own strength. 

But by the grace of God we can strip down, putting off 

our sinful mindset, motives, and behavior. The Holy 

Spirit uses God’s Word to shower us off, renewing our 

minds, so that we can suit up in the likeness of God. As 

new creatures, we put on Christ and reflect his perfect 

character. God has given us every resource we need to 

move forward and walk away from the old life so that 

our lives are different from the unbelieving world. 

Are you moving forward? Are you leaving the old 

life behind? It all begins when you receive God’s 

forgiveness through faith in Jesus Christ. Have you 

ever recognized your need of forgiveness? Have you 

ever confessed your sins to God? If not, I encourage you 

to do so today. Receiving God’s forgiveness is the first 

step in real life change. If you want to learn more about 

this change, I would encourage you to set aside some 

time to read and reflect on Romans 6 where Paul spoke 

of the way sin enslaves us, but Christ sets us free. 

If you have received God’s forgiveness, then you are 

a new creation. Is that new life reflected in how you 

live? Are you putting off the old and putting on the 
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new? Is there a behavior, a motive, a way of thinking 

that you need to strip away? Are you in the Word 

seeking the Spirit’s renewal? Is there some part of 

Christ’s character that you need to put on? 

May God transform us to reflect his saving power! 

QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. What sins are hardest for you to put off? What 

motives and wrong ways of thinking contribute to 

that behavior? 

 

 

2. What practical steps can you take this week to keep 

renewing your mind? 

 

 

3. What Christ-like character qualities do you most 

need to put on? 
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CHAPTER 5: 

STOPPING THE LIES 

The first time I ever went bowling was a traumatic 

experience. I must have been four or five years old, and 

I made the unfortunate mistake of stepping over the 

line at the start of the lane. When those smooth shoes 

hit that slick flooring, my little body went horizontal. I 

came crashing down. I don’t remember what happened 

to the ball, but I do remember the embarrassment of 

scrambling to get back up and falling again. I ended up 

crawling back to firmer footing, having learned the 

danger of crossing that line.  
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The Bible teaches that God has drawn certain lines 

in regard to moral behavior. Some people dismiss them 

as antiquated standards designed by the powerful to 

keep the populace in line. Others consider them to be 

helpful suggestions, but they are much more than that. 

The biblical commandments reflect the character of 

God, and when we ignore those lines we step onto a 

slippery slope far more dangerous than any bowling 

alley.  

We particularly see this slippery slope effect when 

people ignore the Ninth Commandment. Exodus 20:16 

says, “You shall not bear false witness against your 

neighbor.” Apparently, some kind of legal proceeding 

is in view. You should never formally accuse your 

neighbor of something he did not do, but this 

commandment applies to more than legal trials. 

Leviticus 19:11 speaks in more general terms. It says, 

“You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; you shall 

not lie to one another.” We all know that once you cross 

the line and tell a lie, you are immediately tempted to 

back it up with other lies. We can easily slide into a 

lifestyle of deceit. We pile lies upon lies until our 

consciences are so seared that we no longer know 
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what’s true (1 Tim 4:2). Is that where you find yourself 

today? Haven’t we all crossed that line at some point? 

The Bible contains good news for liars like us. Even 

though our lies offend God, Jesus bore the punishment 

for our sins when he died on the cross. In his grace, God 

offers to forgive us when we place our faith in Jesus. 

Plus, God sends the Holy Spirit into our lives to enable 

us to move forward and walk away from our old lives. 

The Apostle Paul described this process of real life 

change in Ephesians 4:17-24. He spoke of putting off 

the old, being renewed in the spirit of our minds, and 

putting on the new self. In Ephesians 4:25 he 

specifically focused on how this process takes place in 

relation to lying. He said, “Therefore, having put away 

falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his 

neighbor, for we are members one of another.” 

This verse sounds straightforward, but how do we 

know if we’re really changing? I think Paul’s 

instruction here marks out four checkpoints as we 

move from lying to speaking the truth. Real life change 

is a process. If we want it to be more than superficial, 

then we must pass through each one of these 

checkpoints. In fact, we will walk this course over and 
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over again as we grow spiritually. So as we consider 

these points, ask yourself whether this is the path 

you’re walking. 
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CHECKPOINT 1: 
DETECTION 

In 1921 a police officer named John Augustus 

Larson who was also enrolled in medical school used a 

machine that measured blood pressure and respiration 

to detect whether suspects were lying. He believed that 

any attempt at deception would be accompanied by a 

measurable physiological reaction. In the decades 

since that time, polygraphs or lie detectors have 

become common, yet many people question their 

effectiveness. Some states allow polygraph tests to be 

submitted as evidence, but many do not. It shouldn’t 



 
 

— 96 — 

surprise us that it’s difficult to detect when someone 

else is lying. We’re so good at it, that we even fool 

ourselves. So if we are going to put away falsehood, as 

Paul said in Ephesians 4:25, we have to begin with 

detecting the ways that we lie.  

The Bible is actually full of stories of people lying. 

Some of these accounts are about people who opposed 

God and his plans, but many of them are about central 

characters: patriarchs, kings, prophets, and apostles. 

The Scripture does not ignore their sins to make them 

seem more saintly or heroic. It presents a true and 

accurate account, so that we will learn from their 

failures. The book of Genesis includes three examples 

for us to consider.  

One of the boldest lies in the Bible was when Jacob 

deceived his father, Isaac in Genesis 27. Isaac wanted 

to confer his patriarchal blessing on his oldest son, 

Esau, so he asked Esau to go hunting and bring back 

some meat for a special meal. In his old age, Isaac’s 

eyesight had become very poor. So before Esau 

returned, Isaac’s wife helped their younger son Jacob 

prepare a meal so that he could pretend to be Esau. 

Isaac sensed that something wasn’t right. Genesis 
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27:24 tells us, “He said, ‘Are you really my son Esau?’ 

He answered, ‘I am.’” There could not be a more blatant 

lie.  

Of course some lies are more subtle. The book of 

Genesis describes two instances where Abraham lied 

about his wife, Sarah. When they first came to the land 

of Canaan, they traveled to Egypt because of a famine. 

Apparently, Sarah was particularly attractive, so 

Abraham worried that the Pharaoh would kill him and 

take his wife. Genesis 12:13 tells us that he told her, 

“Say you are my sister, that it may go well with me 

because of you, and that my life may be spared for your 

sake.” This wasn’t a complete lie. Sarah was his half 

sister, but his intent was to hide the fact that she was 

his wife. So Abraham pulled his wife into this deceptive 

scheme both here and again later in Genesis 20.  

It’s even possible to deceive through what we leave 

out. Genesis 37 tells how the sons of Jacob sold their 

brother, Joseph, into slavery. To cover up their action, 

they took Joseph’s robe and dipped it in goat’s blood. 

Verse 32 says, “And they sent the robe of many colors 

and brought it to their father and said, ‘This we have 

found; please identify whether it is your son's robe or 
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not.’” Their deceptive actions led Jacob to conclude 

that Joseph had been killed by a wild animal.  

Falsehood comes in a variety of shapes and sizes—

blatant lies, half-truths, and deceptive actions. We 

could also add empty promises, exaggeration, boasting, 

and flattery to the list. We try to ignore it or excuse it, 

but the more you think about it, the more falsehood you 

detect. The prophet Jeremiah summed up our 

condition in Jeremiah 17:9 by saying, “The heart is 

deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who 

can understand it?” Are you willing to acknowledge 

falsehood in your life? Are you willing to recognize it as 

sin? 
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CHECKPOINT 2: 
MOTIVATION 

Every spring plants come back to life, but along 

with all the good we get the bad. The grass gets thick 

and green, but weeds also pop up everywhere. Lies are 

a lot like those weeds. Some are easy to get rid of, but a 

lot of them have stubborn, deep roots. If you are going 

to get rid of them, you have to dig out the root. In other 

words, we have to expose and change the underlying 

motivation.  

Think of the three stories we just considered. When 

Jacob lied to his father, he was driven by the greedy 
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desire to get something, and that some motivation 

prompts many of our lies. A business person 

overcharges a customer in order to make a greater 

profit. Taxpayers lie to keep more of their money. 

Students cheat to get better grades. We flatter people 

to gain greater influence over them. We exaggerate our 

own accomplishments to gain someone’s approval. We 

even overstate our suffering to get more sympathy. 

Many of our lies are rooted in the desire for more. 

Some lies, however, are rooted in guilt. Joseph’s 

brothers orchestrated their deception because they felt 

some sense of guilt over selling their brother into 

slavery. They did not want their actions to be exposed. 

It’s this motivation that drives us to make excuses and 

shift the blame when someone questions us or catches 

us doing something wrong. Politicians do it to voters. 

Kids do it to their parents. Students do it to their 

teachers. Employees do it with their boss. Husbands 

and wives do it toward one another. 

When Abraham and Sarah told their half-truth 

about being brother and sister, they were motivated by 

fear. From a human perspective, their fears seem 

justified. The Pharaoh in Genesis 12 did take her. If he 
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had known that they were married, he may well have 

killed Abraham. But there is more to the story than the 

human perspective. God had just made a promise to 

Abraham, so Abraham’s lie was a failure to trust God. 

He chose to trust his own ability to control the 

situation. 

Don’t miss the common factor with each of these 

motivations. I lie to get something for myself. I lie to 

cover up something so that I won’t feel bad. I lie to 

protect myself in a frightening situation. All of the 

different lies tie in to one deep root—a lie that drives 

every other lie. Paul may have even had this in mind in 

Ephesians 4:25. A more literal translation of the phrase 

would be, “Put away the lie.” What lie? The lie that life 

is all about me.  

This ultimate lie can be traced all the way back to 

the garden of Eden. God gave the man and the woman 

one command: to not eat from the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. The serpent approached 

the woman and questioned God’s command. She 

repeated the command to him, and then in Genesis 

3:4-5 we find the first lie.  
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But the serpent said to the woman, “You will 

not surely die. For God knows that when you 

eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will 

be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

This was a blatant lie, but it implied an even worse 

lie—that the woman could make her own independent 

evaluation rather instead of relying upon the 

instruction that God had given her. Verse 6 records her 

response. 

So when the woman saw that the tree was 

good for food, and that it was a delight to the 

eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to 

make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, 

and she also gave some to her husband who 

was with her, and he ate. 

She accepted the serpent’s lie and exalted her own 

desires and judgment above God’s. 

Paul described this pivotal moment in Romans 

1:25. He said, “They exchanged the truth about God for 

a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than 

the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.” Beneath 

our greed, guilt, and fear is the false conviction that I 

am supreme. Whenever I lie, I’m saying that my desires 

and feelings are more important than God’s 
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commands. So when we strip away all the excuses, we 

find that a lie is an expression of worship, the 

idolatrous worship of myself. 

Do you see the seriousness of lying? Revelation 21:8 

gives a sense of God’s perspective. In the chapter, John 

described his vision of the new heaven and earth that 

will be enjoyed by all who are redeemed in Christ. God 

spoke of quenching their thirst and relating to them as 

a Father. But then he said,  

But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the 

detestable, as for murderers, the sexually 

immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, 

their portion will be in the lake that burns 

with fire and sulfur, which is the second 

death. 

No lie is harmless. Those whose life is characterized 

falsehood are placed alongside idolaters as those who 

deserve eternal punishment.  

You cannot put away falsehood by just trying to 

restrain your words. You must dig out the root by 

dealing with your underlying motivation. Instead of 

living life on your own terms, you must repent, turning 

to God in worship and submission. Have you reached 

that point in your life? Have you sought forgiveness 
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from God? Are you willing to seek forgiveness from 

people to whom you’ve lied? 
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CHECKPOINT 3: 
RECALIBRATION 

The most basic skill for any musician is to play in 

tune. No matter how skillful the players in a band or 

orchestra or any other group may be, they will sound 

like rank amateurs if they are consistently off pitch. So 

before a performance groups take the time to calibrate 

their individual instruments to the same note. We 

learned from Ephesians 4:23 that in order to 

experience real life change something similar must 

happen in our hearts. Paul spoke of being “renewed in 

the spirit of your minds.” Since sin is rooted in our 
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darkened understanding, our thinking must be 

brought into recalibration with God’s truth.  

In Ephesians 4:25 Paul highlighted one key thought 

to consider in putting away falsehood. At the end of the 

verse he said, “for we are members one of another.” In 

other words, all of us who are believers in Christ are 

vitally connected to one another because we are the 

body of Christ. So how should this thought change our 

thinking? What does our connection as one body have 

to do with putting away falsehood and speaking the 

truth?  

First, our participation as members in the body 

reminds us that we are under the direction of Christ our 

head. Back in Ephesians 1:22-23, Paul said, “And he 

[God] put all things under his [Christ’s] feet and gave 

him as head over all things to the church, which is his 

body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.” We should 

never succumb to the temptation to make decisions 

apart from God as Eve did. All authority in heaven and 

on earth has been given to Christ (Matt 28:18). When 

we place our faith in him, we come under his headship. 

We must follow his instruction and reflect his character 

as the one who is the way, and the truth, and the life 
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(John 14:6). What does it say about Christ, if those who 

claim to follow him have a reputation for lying? 

Our participation as members in the body also 

reminds us that other believers are depending upon us. 

Paul made it clear in Ephesians 4:16 that every member 

of the body is dependent upon the others. He spoke of 

Christ,  

from whom the whole body, joined and held 

together by every joint with which it is 

equipped, when each part is working 

properly, makes the body grow so that it 

builds itself up in love. 

How can the church grow if we lie? If one member of 

the body gains a reputation for being dishonest or even 

for stretching the truth and telling tall tales, that 

person loses credibility. When he or she then tries to 

speak truth, everyone will question it. People won’t be 

built up. In order for the body to function properly, we 

need to have an atmosphere of trust for one another, 

but falsehood of any sort damages that confidence. 

Lying undermines Christ’s design for the church.  

So as our minds are recalibrated with the truth 

about the body of Christ, we will make choices in light 

of our connections with both Christ and our fellow 
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believers. Is that how you think? Does your life reflect 

Christ’s character? Do you really understand the 

connection we have as believers? Let God recalibrate 

your outlook on life. Live in harmony with the truth. 
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CHECKPOINT 4: 
PROCLAMATION 

When an archer pulls back his bowstring and 

releases it, his arrow doesn’t stop moving as soon as it 

reaches the bow. The momentum generated by the 

force of the string launches the arrow toward the target. 

You and I are like an arrow in God’s hands. He doesn’t 

just rescue us from sin. His truth exerts an incredible 

force upon us that should create momentum in our 

lives. He does not merely want us to stop sinning. He 

wants to launch us forward toward his goal and 

purpose. We will see this same pattern in each of the 



 
 

— 110 — 

sins Paul addressed in the remaining verses in 

Ephesians 4. In regard to lying, he called us beyond 

putting away falsehood. In verse 25, he said, “Let each 

one of you speak the truth with his neighbor.” This 

command is more than a call to simple honesty. 

Spiritual momentum carries us into the proclamation 

of the truth of God’s Word.  

Why would an average Christian engage in 

proclamation? Isn’t that the job of pastors and 

teachers? In verse 15 Paul used a similar expression to 

the one he used in verse 25. He said, “Rather, speaking 

the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into 

him who is the head, into Christ.” Love compels us not 

just to speak truly, but to share God’s truth. If God 

renews your mind and helps you understand some 

powerful biblical truth, then concern for your fellow 

believers should prompt you to pass that truth on to 

them. Christ’s church should be characterized by a 

contagious passion for learning and spiritual growth. 

Throughout this chapter Paul focused on building 

up one another within the church, but his use of the 

word “neighbor” in verse 25 suggests that this passion 

for God’s truth should carry us even farther. Jesus used 
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this word when he spoke of loving your neighbor as 

yourself. Luke 10 tells of a time when a Jewish lawyer 

responded to this command by asking Jesus to define 

what he meant by neighbor. Jesus told him the story of 

the Good Samaritan.  

"A man was going down from Jerusalem to 

Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who 

stripped him and beat him and departed, 

leaving him half dead. Now by chance a 

priest was going down that road, and when 

he saw him he passed by on the other side. So 

likewise a Levite, when he came to the place 

and saw him, passed by on the other side. But 

a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where 

he was, and when he saw him, he had 

compassion. He went to him and bound up 

his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he 

set him on his own animal and brought him 

to an inn and took care of him. And the next 

day he took out two denarii and gave them to 

the innkeeper, saying, 'Take care of him, and 

whatever more you spend, I will repay you 

when I come back.' Which of these three, do 

you think, proved to be a neighbor to the man 

who fell among the robbers?" He said, "The 

one who showed him mercy." And Jesus said 

to him, "You go, and do likewise" (Luke 

10:30-37). 
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To whom should we speak God’s truth? Not just to 

Christians, but to anyone who needs to hear it. Our 

proclamation should include both edifying believers 

and evangelizing those who do not believe. Are you 

involved in proclamation?  
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CONCLUSION 

When we truly move forward and walk away from 

lying, we pass through these checkpoints: detection, 

motivation, recalibration, and proclamation. What’s 

your response to this aspect of real life change?  

Perhaps the biblical examples of falsehood that we 

considered today, have brought to mind times when 

you have been dishonest in some way. Have you ever 

asked God to forgive you? Are there people to whom 

you’ve lied? Would you seek their forgiveness? If you 

want to reflect more on this whole idea, I would 

encourage you to read the story of Jesus’ interaction 

with the Samaritan woman recorded in John 4. She 

exemplifies this whole process of changes that we’ve 

considered.  

Perhaps you’ve received God’s forgiveness, but 

you’re still fighting the temptation to be dishonest. You 

may want to commit Ephesians 4:25 to memory. Or 

maybe today God has brought to mind someone who 

needs to hear the truth, a believer who needs to be 

encouraged or an unbeliever who needs to learn about 

God’s forgiveness. Would you pray and look for an 

opportunity to have that conversation this week? 
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May God transform us to reflect and proclaim his 

truth! 

QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. In what situations have you been tempted to lie? 

What was your underlying motive? 

 

 

2. What biblical truths help us renew our thinking 

after we have succumbed to the temptation to lie? 

 

 

3. What could you do to focus on speaking the truth 

this week? 
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CHAPTER 6: 

CONTROLLING ANGER 

In Michigan most of us never stop to think that 

somewhere beneath us red-hot molten rock is trying to 

force its way to the surface. We occasionally hear in the 

news of volcanic eruptions taking place, but those tend 

to be in some corner of the world far from us. So if we 

were to rank our concerns, volcanic activity probably 

wouldn’t make the list.  

But all of us have been dramatically affected by the 

red hot anger that boils beneath the surface of our lives. 

For some it oozes out constantly in smoldering glances 
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or sarcastic words muttered under our breath. For 

others it erupts with explosive force in verbal 

aggression and even physical hostility. Occasionally we 

see it in public, but it’s most often found where it does 

the most damage—in homes behind closed doors.  

Our study of Ephesians 4 has shown us that 

Christians should be different from the rest of the 

world. When we come to believe in Christ, we put off 

the old self, are renewed in the spirit of our minds, and 

then put on the new self, created in the likeness of God 

in true righteousness and holiness (vv. 22-24). But 

we’ve also seen that our sinful behaviors, motives, and 

mindsets are deeply ingrained in us. We must continue 

to diligently submit ourselves to the renewing work of 

the Holy Spirit in order to live up to our new self and 

leave the old behind.  

In Ephesians 4:26-27, Paul showed how this 

process of change relates to anger. He said, “Be angry 

and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your 

anger, and give no opportunity to the devil.” Paul 

tended to use long sentences with complex grammar, 

but that was not his approach here. These brief verses 

contain four rapid-fire imperatives that serve as 
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practical instructions to help us control our anger. As 

we examine these instructions and place them in the 

context of what we learn elsewhere in the Bible, I 

encourage you to let down your defenses. Put aside 

your excuses. Allow the Spirit of God to expose the 

ways that you need to change. 
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INSTRUCTION 1: 
CULTIVATE GODLY PASSION 

A lot of people today assume that true spirituality 

should produce absolute tranquility, an unruffled 

sense of calm. Many try to control their anger through 

yoga or meditation. They accept the words of Yoda in 

Star Wars: Episode I. “Fear is the path to the dark side. 

Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to 

suffering.” Whether we realize it or not, we have been 

influenced by Eastern religions like Hinduism and 

Buddhism that seek to overcome suffering by 

eliminating all desire. What a shock it is, then, to read 
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Paul’s first instruction in Ephesians 4:26—be angry! 

How can anger ever be good? 

Anger is part of God’s character. It is how he 

responds to sin and injustice. For instance, Exodus 

22:22-24 tells us that God said,  

You shall not mistreat any widow or 

fatherless child. If you do mistreat them, and 

they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry, 

and my wrath will burn, and I will kill you 

with the sword, and your wives shall become 

widows and your children fatherless. 

God is not aloof or unfeeling. His passionate love for 

people prompts an equally passionate response when 

they are victimized. 

This same passion was also evident in the life and 

ministry of Jesus Christ. Matthew 21:12-13 tells us,  

And Jesus entered the temple and drove out 

all who sold and bought in the temple, and he 

overturned the tables of the money-changers 

and the seats of those who sold pigeons. He 

said to them, "It is written, 'My house shall 

be called a house of prayer,' but you make it 

a den of robbers." 



 
 

— 120 — 

Jesus could not ignore the way religious leaders were 

distorting the worship of God in order to make money 

off of people. His anger prompted him to take action.  

But are we really supposed to imitate this 

characteristic that we see in both God the Father and 

God the Son? One of the clearest examples of someone 

sharing God’s passion is found in Numbers 25. The 

Israelites were camped on the plains of Moab 

preparing to enter the land of Canaan. The local people, 

the Moabites and Midianites, were afraid of them, so 

they hired a false prophet named Balaam to pronounce 

a curse against the Israelites. Every time Balaam tried, 

however, God turned his curse into a blessing, so they 

tried another tactic. They befriended the Israelites and 

seduced them into worshipping their false god in 

rituals that involved feasts and sexual immorality. 

These actions provoked God’s anger, so he brought a 

plague upon the Israelites. In order to stop the plague, 

God commanded Moses to execute all the Israelites 

involved with this behavior. 

While the faithful Israelites were gathered praying 

and weeping over all of this, one man brashly walked 

by showing off his Midianite girlfriend as he headed 
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into his tent. A priest named Phinehas grabbed a spear 

and went after them. He wasn’t a vigilante. God had 

commanded execution for such behavior, and as a 

priest, Phinehas had authority to carry out that 

punishment. In fact, God was so pleased with the 

passion of Phinehas that the plague ceased at that 

moment. Numbers 25:11 tells us that the Lord said,  

Phinehas the son of Eleazar, son of Aaron the 

priest, has turned back my wrath from the 

people of Israel, in that he was jealous with 

my jealousy among them, so that I did not 

consume the people of Israel in my jealousy. 

God’s response to the passion of Phinehas shows us 

that he wants us to see life from his point of view. The 

things that disturb him should disturb us.  

So how do we cultivate godly passion? Paul has 

prayed in Ephesians for believers to grow in their 

understanding of our eternal hope and of the love of 

Christ. The Holy Spirit uses these and other biblical 

truths to transform our outlook, our motivations, our 

actions, and even our emotions. So ask God to help you 

see life from his point of view. Devote yourself to 

studying scripture. When you encounter various 
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circumstances in life, take time to consider God’s 

perspective.  
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INSTRUCTION 2: 
PRACTICE CRITICAL EXAMINATION 

When my children were young, the only shows or 

movies we watched were on tape or DVD. So we could 

always pause to go get a snack or to use the bathroom. 

As they got older and we began to watch broadcast 

television from time to time, they were initially 

frustrated that we couldn’t hit the pause button. You 

have to rush around during the commercial break. 

Wouldn’t it be nice if we had a pause button for life, 

particularly in those times when we are provoked?  
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Though it’s extremely difficult to do in the heat of 

the moment, Paul’s second instruction in Ephesians 

4:26 requires us to pause. He said, “Be angry, and do 

not sin.” Passion urges us to take action, but we must 

practice the discipline of pausing for critical 

examination. Proverbs 29:11 says, “A fool gives full vent 

to his spirit, but a wise man quietly holds it back.” 

When we fail to stop and think, we inevitably do things 

that we will regret. Wisdom teaches us to slow down. 

The Old Testament repeatedly says that God is slow 

to anger (e.g., Ex 34:6), so we must follow his example. 

James 1:19-20 advises us,  

Know this, my beloved brothers: let every 

person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow 

to anger; for the anger of man does not 

produce the righteousness of God.  

It’s not just a matter of doing something unwise. Anger 

often prompts us to react in sinful ways. We need to 

pause to ask ourselves a series of questions. 

When we are confronted with a situation, we are 

quick to judge. Instead of jumping to unwarranted 

conclusions, we need to first consider whether we 

really have all the facts. Joshua 22 tells the story of a 
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misunderstanding that almost led to civil war in Israel. 

After the Israelites conquered the land of Canaan, a few 

of the tribes returned to their allotted land away from 

everyone else on the east of the Jordan River and built 

a massive altar. The other Israelites assumed that they 

were rebelling against God and preparing to engage in 

idolatry, so they gathered for war. In fact, Phinehas the 

priest was apparently leading the charge. Thankfully, 

they came to understand that the altar was built as a 

memorial to remind future generations of their 

connection with the other Israelite tribes. As James 

said, in order to avoid sinning when we are angry, we 

must be quick to hear. 

Next, we must ask whether our intended words and 

actions are in line with God’s word. In his Sermon on 

the Mount, Jesus connected anger with the Sixth 

Commandment, the prohibition of murder (Ex 20:13). 

Matthew 5:22 tells us how Jesus applied the 

commandment. He said,  

But I say to you that everyone who is angry 

with his brother will be liable to judgment; 

whoever insults his brother will be liable to 

the council; and whoever says, 'You fool!' will 

be liable to the hell of fire. 
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Name-calling is never righteous. So obviously, if Jesus 

considered such mildly aggressive words to be sinful, 

how much worse is it for someone to be physically 

violent. We cannot give in to the angry impulse to lash 

out.  

Finally, we must ask ourselves about the motivation 

behind our anger. James 4:1-2 says,  

What causes quarrels and what causes fights 

among you? Is it not this, that your passions 

are at war within you? You desire and do not 

have, so you murder. You covet and cannot 

obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not 

have, because you do not ask. 

If we honestly examine our hearts, we find that most of 

our anger is not rooted in a concern for biblical justice 

and the glory of God. We get angry because someone 

has violated our selfish desires. They are not going 

along with our plans. They are getting in our way. If 

that’s the motive behind our anger, then we need to 

repent.  

Most of us would rather not pause. Self-

examination is painfully convicting because it forces us 

to see how sin infects everything we do. It would be far 

easier to plow through life without any reflection, but 
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where would that leave us? Jesus said that something 

as simple as calling someone a fool, makes us worthy of 

eternal punishment in hell. Haven’t we all done far 

worse than that? What hope would we have apart from 

Jesus dying for our sin? Are you trusting in him to save 

you? 
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INSTRUCTION 3: 
SEEK PROMPT RESOLUTION 

You never know what you’ll find when you crack 

open a refrigerator, particularly at work. Some food has 

a clearly marked expiration date, but it’s the leftovers 

that are the real problem. What was once a nice dinner 

can end up looking hideous and smelling far worse. We 

have the same problem with anger. When we hold onto 

it, those leftovers grow into something hideous and 

sickening to the soul. 

Paul helped us by giving us a universally applicable 

expiration date. In Ephesians 4:26 he said, “Do not let 
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the sun go down on your anger.” Deal with it before 

your head hits the pillow at night. If you don’t, you 

won’t sleep well anyway. But more importantly, we 

must seek a prompt resolution to our anger because 

that is how God wants us to live. When I say resolution, 

I do not mean that we will always find a satisfactory 

solution to fix every problem. Life doesn’t work that 

way, but we can determine how to move forward so that 

we are not stuck stewing over the situation. 

The first option we should always consider is 

whether we should ignore the provocation. The 

Proverbs proclaim the wisdom of this choice. Proverbs 

12:16 says, “The vexation of a fool is known at once, but 

the prudent ignores an insult.” Similarly, Proverbs 

19:11 says, “Good sense makes one slow to anger, and 

it is his glory to overlook an offense.” After we examine 

our motives and realize that we’re angry because of our 

own selfish desires, we often find that there’s really no 

good reason to respond. But there is a danger with this 

choice. People often act as if they are ignoring the 

situation, but they hold on to it, nursing a grudge that 

results in deep bitterness. We will learn more about 

this problem later on when we study Ephesians 4:31. 
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The key point to understand for now is that if we choose 

to overlook an offense, we must put the situation 

behind us.  

A second option is to confront the person. 

Sometimes an issue is too significant to overlook—not 

because it angers you, but because it angers God. 

Matthew 18:15 tells us that Jesus said,  

If your brother sins against you, go and tell 

him his fault, between you and him alone. If 

he listens to you, you have gained your 

brother. 

The goal of this confrontation is not to show how much 

your pride is hurt. It’s to rescue a fellow believer from 

a sin that has taken root in his or her life. So this 

confrontation does not take place hastily; it requires 

careful thought and prayer. In the verses that follow 

this one from Matthew 18, Jesus described a process to 

include the church in disciplining the person, if he or 

she is unwilling to repent.  

If this is how we deal with a believer who has 

sinned, how do we respond toward an unbeliever? We 

shouldn’t be surprised when unbelievers sin. In 

Ephesians 2, Paul explained that apart from Christ we 
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are all enslaved to Satan and to our sinful desires (Eph 

2:1-3). God’s desire is for that person to be saved (1 Tim 

2:4). We must set personal offense aside to share the 

good news of salvation in Christ. The only 

confrontation that should take place is to help the 

person see his or her need for salvation. 

What happens then when we cannot overlook a 

situation and confrontation is fruitless? Our third 

option is to entrust the situation to God. We see David 

do this in many of the psalms. He voiced his anger to 

God and trusted him to address it. Paul summarized 

this approach in Romans 12:19. He said,  

Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave 

it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 

“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the 

Lord.” 

Even after entrusting a situation to God, we may 

find anger welling up inside us again, so we go to him 

again. Don’t hang on to an issue past its expiration 

date. Keep seeking prompt resolution.  
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INSTRUCTION 4: 
MAINTAIN SPIRITUAL ALERTNESS 

No one wants to have their home infested with 

mice. They manage to sneak in through the smallest of 

holes. Once inside, they get into food and chew up 

anything soft that might make them a good nest. They 

can even chew through the insulation on electrical 

wiring. The damage they leave behind can be costly. 

The best way to keep them out of your home is to make 

sure that every opening to the outside is sealed.  

In some ways the devil is like a mouse. He can gain 

entry into our lives through the smallest of openings. 
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Apart from Christ, no one can withstand his attacks. 

But once someone is saved through faith in Christ, the 

Holy Spirit enables us to shut Satan out of our lives. 

Paul’s final instruction about anger in Ephesians 4:27 

is, “Give no opportunity to the devil.” Anger and 

bitterness give him an open door, and once he gets 

inside, he wreaks havoc in our heart and in our 

relationships. We must maintain spiritual alertness, 

watching for Satan’s attacks. 

The Apostle Peter used a very different picture to 

describe Satan. In 1 Peter 5:8 he wrote, “Be sober-

minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls 

around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.” 

We can never let our guard down. He is on the prowl, 

looking for that point of entry into our lives. His 

strategy is to inflict suffering and difficulty while 

simultaneously offering to fulfill our fleshly desires 

through some kind of temptation.  

In regard to anger, Satan would like nothing better 

than to isolate us by damaging our relationships. In the 

heat of the moment, we lash out with angry words. 

Satan intervenes and the conflict escalates. He 

whispers to our pride to never give in. So we hang on to 



 
 

— 134 — 

our anger, while our relationships fall apart with our 

spouse, our children, our parents and other family 

members, our friends, fellow church members, and 

coworkers. Satan wants to cut us off from 

encouragement so that we become spiritually weak.   

Jesus saw damaged relationships as a major 

concern.  Right after he spoke about anger in his 

Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5:23-24 tells us that 

he continued by saying,  

So if you are offering your gift at the altar and 

there remember that your brother has 

something against you, leave your gift there 

before the altar and go. First be reconciled to 

your brother, and then come and offer your 

gift. 

Reconciliation is such a priority that Jesus said to 

postpone your worship until you take care of it. Be 

humble. Ask forgiveness. Find out what you can do 

differently.  Reconciliation is one of the ways that we 

shut the devil out of our lives.  
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CONCLUSION 

In order to control anger in our lives, Paul gave us 

these four instructions: cultivate godly passion, 

practice critical examination, seek prompt resolution, 

and maintain spiritual alertness. What is your response 

today? Have you been reconciled with God? Do you 

have broken relationships with people? Don’t hesitate. 

Seek forgiveness from God and from those people. If 

you want to learn more about what the Bible has to say 

about anger, you could start with Matthew 21 where the 

righteous anger of Jesus is contrasted with the selfish 

anger of the Jewish religious leaders. Perhaps it would 

help you to memorize Ephesians 4:26-27 or to focus on 

living out one of these instructions that we’ve 

considered today. May God help us to move forward in 

relation to anger.  
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QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. What circumstances regularly provoke your anger? 

 

 

2. What motivation and mindset underlie those 

feelings of anger? 

 

 

3. What truths would help you control your response? 

What could you do to better remember those 

truths? 
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CHAPTER 7: 

ESCAPING MATERIALISM 

The most disgusting experiences I have had in 

maintaining a home all relate to plumbing. Drain pipes 

are generally out of sight and out of mind, but when 

they get clogged they cause a terrible mess. Sometimes 

the obstruction is easy to fix, but sometimes it’s deep 

down and frustratingly hard to reach. We could 

describe the battle against sin in our lives in similar 

terms. It’s disgusting when it overflows. Sometimes a 

superficial change seems to work, but the real 

problems are deep and hard to change.  
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In Ephesians 4 Paul urged Christians to leave their 

old life behind and to put on righteous behavior, but we 

seem to have a particularly hard time doing that in 

regard to material possessions. The world clogs our 

thinking on this issue. We are obsessed with stuff. We 

even define our identities by the clothes we wear, the 

technology we use, the cars we drive, or the homes in 

which we live. Jesus likened this obsession to 

worshiping a false God. Matthew 6:24 tells us that he 

said,  

No one can serve two masters, for either he 

will hate the one and love the other, or he will 

be devoted to the one and despise the other. 

You cannot serve God and money.  

As disgusting as such behavior is, we’ve grown 

accustomed to living with the mess. 

Ephesians 4:28 is a powerful tool to break through 

our clogged mindset. Paul called for three levels of 

change in how we relate to material possessions. He 

wrote, “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.” 

These are simple, straightforward instructions, but 
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they present the opportunity to renew our minds and 

flush out our unbiblical thoughts. As we connect this 

verse with the full force of biblical teaching about 

possessions, I encourage you to open your heart to the 

Spirit’s work. 
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CHANGE LEVEL 1: 
STOP STEALING 

I watched way too much television in my childhood, 

and the things I remember most are the commercials. 

To this day, I can’t see Jell-O without thinking of a 

jingle where someone sang about how great Jell-O is 

because it jiggles and wriggles. That’s a pretty strange 

selling point, don’t you think? Gelatin can be molded 

into whatever shape you want, but it’s never really 

solid. Sometimes you can’t even get it to stay on your 

spoon.  
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Our hearts and minds are often like Jell-O when it 

comes to conviction. We constantly shimmy and shift 

to justify or excuse sinful behavior. This happens with 

every area of sin, but particularly with stealing. If we’re 

really going to move forward, we have to solidify our 

understanding of stealing, so that we won’t be able to 

shift around it. 

In Ephesians 4:28, Paul said, “Let the thief steal no 

longer.” Our initial response is to think, “Well, I’m no 

thief. This command must apply to someone else.” But 

a thief is anyone who takes something that belongs to 

someone else. Paul drew his words here directly from 

the Eighth Commandment (Ex 20:15), but as you look 

through the Bible you find this same commandment 

applied to a variety of situations that solidify our 

understanding.  

Leviticus 6:2-3, for instance, says,  

If anyone sins and commits a breach of faith 

against the LORD by deceiving his neighbor 

in a matter of deposit or security, or through 

robbery, or if he has oppressed his neighbor 

or has found something lost and lied about it, 

swearing falsely—in any of all the things that 

people do and sin thereby— 
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Of course robbery qualifies as stealing. That is when 

someone takes something under threat of violence. 

Financial fraud also qualifies. Even holding on to 

something someone has lost falls under the Eighth 

Commandment. Leviticus 19 adds such actions as 

withholding someone’s wages (v. 13) and even using 

inaccurate weights and measurements (vv. 35-36).  

In the New Testament, Paul challenged servants on 

this issue. In Titus 2:9-10, he wrote,  

Bondservants are to be submissive to their 

own masters in everything; they are to be 

well-pleasing, not argumentative, not 

pilfering, but showing all good faith, so that 

in everything they may adorn the doctrine of 

God our Savior. 

Instead of ‘pilfering,’ some translations use the word 

stealing, but this is a subtle action. It could include 

taking food or supplies, a little here, a little there. In a 

modern work setting where someone is paid hourly, it 

could include wasting time. Other workplace actions 

like plagiarism and the theft of intellectual property 

also fall under the biblical prohibition of stealing. So 

have you ever done anything that marks you as a thief?  
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The Old Testament Law stipulated that people 

should make restitution for anything they had stolen. 

They were supposed to restore it in full and add a fifth 

(Lev 6:5). But their disobedience also affected their 

relationship with God. They needed to offer a sacrifice 

to atone for their sin against him. In fact, in the New 

Testament, Paul pointed out that stealing or even 

swindling has eternal consequences. As he listed 

several different sins in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 he said, 

“Neither... thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor 

revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of 

God.” Why is God so strongly opposed to stealing? It’s 

because stealing flows from a heart devoted to money 

and stuff.  

Thankfully, there is hope for thieves like us. The 

gospels speak of two robbers who were crucified 

alongside Jesus (Matt 27:38). One of them 

acknowledged his sin, and asked Jesus to remember 

him when he comes in his kingdom. Luke 23:43 tells 

us, “And he said to him, ‘Truly, I say to you, today you 

will be with me in Paradise.’” Thieves can be forgiven 

and cleansed of their sin. After his list of sins that 

exclude someone from the kingdom in 1 Corinthians 6, 
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Paul offered the same hope in verse 11. He said, “And 

such were some of you. But you were washed, you were 

sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord 

Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” Could this 

be said of you? 

If you have been saved in Christ, then you need to 

move forward. You need to walk away from the old self 

and leave behind any kind of stealing. Be on the alert 

for those times when your deceitful heart begins 

excusing or justifying an action. When that happens, be 

aware that you’re slipping back into the mindset, 

motives, and behaviors of the old self.  
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CHANGE LEVEL 2: 
START WORKING 

Our hands are one of the features that set us as 

humans apart from other creatures. We can use our 

hands for good or for evil. In a sense, when someone 

steals their hands are defiled by a sinful activity. The 

thief has dirty hands, but there’s no real dirt. The real 

dirt comes from hard work. In Ephesians 4:28, Paul 

said, “Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him 

labor, doing honest work with his own hands…” So this 

process of putting off the old and putting on the new, 
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means that the thief needs to start getting his hands 

dirty with honest work.  

Sometimes we treat work as if it’s a curse, but work 

is an inherent part of God’s design for creation. The 

first mention of work in the Bible is in Genesis 2:2. 

Moses wrote, “And on the seventh day God finished his 

work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh 

day from all his work that he had done.” Work is a 

divine activity, which God then incorporates into 

human existence. Paradise was not a vacation villa or a 

retirement home. Genesis 2:15 says, “The LORD God 

took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to 

work it and keep it.” Work was part of God’s blessing. 

When Adam and Eve sinned, part of God’s curse was 

that work would become more difficult, but that 

doesn’t minimize the essential goodness of work.  

Here again, Paul’s command in Ephesians 4 

reiterates one of the Ten Commandments. The Fourth 

Commandment recorded in Exodus 20:8-10 says, 

“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days 

you shall labor, and do all your work, but the seventh 

day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God...” God 

established a pattern of six days of work and one day of 
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rest. For anyone tempted to believe that your own 

effort is the only thing that sustains you, this 

commandment calls you to trust God by taking time 

off. Working too much is a sin. On the other hand, for 

anyone tempted by laziness, this commandment calls 

you to invest yourself in hard work. Working too little 

is also a sin. 

Laziness was a particular problem with some 

people in the church in Thessalonica. In 2 

Thessalonians 3:10-12 Paul wrote,  

For even when we were with you, we would 

give you this command: If anyone is not 

willing to work, let him not eat. For we hear 

that some among you walk in idleness, not 

busy at work, but busybodies. Now such 

persons we command and encourage in the 

Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly 

and to earn their own living. 

Apparently, these individuals were taking advantage of 

the generosity of other Christians. So technically, they 

were not stealing, but their freeloading was not right. 

Paul commanded them to earn their own living.  

The Bible has much more to say about work, 

particularly in the book of Proverbs. Paul’s focus here 
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in Ephesians 4, however, is on working rather than 

stealing. What’s your attitude toward work? Is it 

something you avoid? Or is your life characterized by 

diligence? Christians are to be known for their hard 

work, but that commitment raises an important 

question. How do we use what we earn?  
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CHANGE LEVEL 3: 
START GIVING 

Rather than being like a clogged pipe, we should be 

like a garden hose in our approach to material 

possessions. They should flow through us to 

accomplish God’s purpose. We shouldn’t cling to 

possessions, but hold on to them loosely. When it 

comes to work, then, Paul described our purpose in 

Ephesians 4:28 by saying, “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 
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with anyone in need.” God wants to transform us from 

thieves to givers.  

For this change to happen in our hearts, we have to 

realize that none of us really own anything. Psalm 24:1 

declares, “The earth is the LORD's and the fullness 

thereof, the world and those who dwell therein.” So 

everything belongs to him including us. Whatever we 

possess, even our life and breath, is something that 

God has given us to manage for him. He is the owner. 

We are like stewards or financial managers. When a 

financial manager begins using someone else’s money 

for his own purposes rather than theirs, we consider it 

a form of stealing—embezzlement. You may not have 

stolen anything from another person, but are you 

embezzling from God? Are you ignoring him and using 

what he’s given you for your own purposes? 

The first Christians understood this concept of 

ownership and demonstrated remarkable generosity. 

Three thousand people were baptized on the Day of 

Pentecost, and many of them were Jews from other 

parts of the world who had come to Jerusalem for the 

feast. Their resources were limited, but they needed to 

stay and learn from the apostles. Acts 4:34-35 tells us,  
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There was not a needy person among them, 

for as many as were owners of lands or 

houses sold them and brought the proceeds 

of what was sold and laid it at the apostles' 

feet, and it was distributed to each as any had 

need. 

They openly shared their resources with fellow 

believers so that they could continue to learn together. 

This focus on meeting urgent needs within the church 

and beyond should always characterize Christians (Gal 

6:10; Tit 3:14).  

Generosity is a vital part of the Christian life. In 1 

Timothy 6:17-19, Paul told his coworker Timothy,  

As for the rich in this present age, charge 

them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes 

on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who 

richly provides us with everything to enjoy. 

They are to do good, to be rich in good works, 

to be generous and ready to share, thus 

storing up treasure for themselves as a good 

foundation for the future, so that they may 

take hold of that which is truly life. 

Being generous doesn’t mean that we give up all we 

have. As Paul said, God does give us things to enjoy. 

But we aren’t really taking hold of the life that God 
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wants us to have, unless we’re focused on using all of 

our resources to do things that honor him. Are you 

doing good? Are you ready to share? 

Paul shared another important thought about 

generosity in 2 Corinthians 9:7. He wrote, “Each one 

must give as he has decided in his heart, not reluctantly 

or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” 

Sadly, many churches and ministries today have a 

reputation for pressuring people into giving. They play 

on people’s emotions or use gimmicks to persuade 

people into making a financial commitment. Such 

tactics may bring in money, but they also undermine 

what God wants to do in believers’ hearts. We will 

never escape materialism until we reach the level of 

giving freely and cheerfully. 
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CONCLUSION 

How do you relate to material possessions? Are you 

still coming to terms with what it means to steal? Are 

you working hard? And if so, how are you using the 

resources that God gives you? Are you generous? Are 

you meeting needs?  

These changes all begin when you begin to trust 

Christ as your Savior and Lord. No one earns his 

acceptance. We all come to him like the criminal on the 

cross, trusting in his power to save.  

If you have been saved, then God is at work in you 

through his Spirit to help you escape materialism and 

use all that you have for him. If you want to learn more 

about a biblical perspective on wealth and possessions, 

I would encourage you to start with Jesus’ teaching in 

Matthew 6:19-34. Or perhaps God has brought to mind 

some step that you need to take. Your mindset about 

work may need to change, or you may be aware of 

someone in financial need that you can help.  

May God mold us into faithful, joyful managers of 

all that he gives us! 

  



 
 

— 154 — 

QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. In what ways are you tempted to steal? What steps 

could you take to avoid that temptation? 

 

 

2. What is your mindset about work? In light of our 

study, how does it need to change? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to be better prepared to 

help when you learn of a need? 
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CHAPTER 8: 

MANAGING YOUR MOUTH 

Parenting isn’t easy. In desperate moments, even 

the most mild-mannered parents resort to certain 

threats passed down from generation to generation. 

When kids are arguing in the back seat on a road trip, 

they threaten to stop the car, turn around, and go 

home, cancelling vacation. When a child picks up some 

bad words, they threaten to wash their mouth out with 

soap. One time my mom even followed through on that 

one with my little brother. It was a pathetic scene as the 

suds bubbled from his lips, but it didn’t work. 
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It would be convenient if something as simple as a 

little soap would do the job, but controlling our speech 

is a lifelong battle. James 3:7-8 says, 

For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile 

and sea creature, can be tamed and has been 

tamed by mankind, but no human being can 

tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of 

deadly poison. 

Time and again we find ourselves wishing we could 

take back our words. We say things that damage our 

own reputation and wound those we love. We 

desperately need a way to manage our mouth.  

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians gives us hope that in 

and through Jesus Christ we really can move forward 

and leave the speech of the old life behind. By God’s 

grace when we trust in Jesus Christ, all of our sins, 

including those of our mouth, are forgiven. God gives 

us new life and begins to transform us through the 

work of His Spirit, but we cannot remain passive. In 

order to grow, we must strive to change how we think 

and then take steps of obedience. In Ephesians 4:29-

30, Paul gave specific direction regarding our speech. 

He said,  
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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. And do not grieve the 

Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed 

for the day of redemption. 

Paul’s words here reveal four choices we must make 

in order to manage our mouths. As we examine these 

choices in more depth, I encourage you to reflect on 

your words. See how you need to change. Believe that 

God will help you, and respond in humble obedience to 

him. 
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CHOICE 1: 
SPEAK SELECT WORDS 

In a supermarket, most produce appears perfect 

without any blemish or mark. Of course, we don’t see 

all the pieces that have been rejected. Fruit that is 

misshapen and diseased doesn’t make it to the store 

displays. No one would buy it. Stores have to be 

selective, and we have to exercise the same kind of care 

when it comes to our words. Paul said, “let no 

corrupting talk come out of your mouths.” We must 

choose to speak select words. 
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What did Paul have in mind? What is corrupting 

talk? Jesus used that same term in Luke 6:43. He said, 

“For no good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad 

tree bear good fruit, for each tree is known by its own 

fruit.” The word bad here is the same word that was 

translated corrupting in Ephesians 4:29. Jesus used it 

to describe diseased fruit that comes from a diseased 

tree. He explained the point of this picture in verse 45,  

The good person out of the good treasure of 

his heart produces good, and the evil person 

out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out 

of the abundance of the heart his mouth 

speaks. 

So just like Paul, Jesus had speech in mind. He spoke 

of bad trees and their fruit to show that evil words are 

evidence of an evil heart.  

What did Jesus have in mind when he spoke of 

having an evil heart? He gave some examples in Mark 

7:21-22. He said,  

For from within, out of the heart of man, 

come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, 

murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, 

deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, 

foolishness.  
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Our hearts are infected with all of these sinful thoughts 

and desires, and they come bubbling out in our words. 

So corrupting talk is not just the words that get bleeped 

out. All of our culture’s profanity and curse words flow 

from those desires, but corrupting talk also includes 

any statement that gives voice to those thoughts and 

desires. Whenever we express any lustful, covetous, or 

hateful thoughts we are revealing the deep sickness of 

our hearts. What’s worse is that those sick words then 

stir up the sickness in the hearts of those who hear us.  

So what can we do about it? How do we keep from 

saying corrupting words? Real change begins with the 

heart, but as we have seen, our hearts are sick. We need 

new ones. In Ezekiel 36:26-27 God said,  

And I will give you a new heart, and a new 

spirit I will put within you. And I will remove 

the heart of stone from your flesh and give 

you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit 

within you, and cause you to walk in my 

statutes and be careful to obey my rules. 

The ultimate fulfillment of that promise is still to come, 

but we can experience much of that transforming 

power through the work of the Holy Spirit today. Are 

you willing to pray the prayer that David prayed in 
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Psalm 51:10? He said, “Create in me a clean heart, O 

God, and renew a right spirit within me.” 

Even when we receive new life, however, the old 

ways of thinking and speaking are still ingrained in us. 

That’s why Paul made this point in Ephesians 4:29. We 

must resolve to change the way that we speak. We have 

to recognize that the words that naturally come to mind 

in a situation, are probably still corrupting words. We 

cannot just vent whatever comes to mind. We have to 

cut off corrupting talk before it reaches our lips. In fact, 

Proverbs 10:19 tells us, “When words are many, 

transgression is not lacking, but whoever restrains his 

lips is prudent.” Are you guarding your lips? Speak 

select words. 
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CHOICE 2: 
SPEAK CONSTRUCTIVE WORDS 

The same tools you use to build a house can be used 

to tear it down. Building requires thought and 

planning, skill and focus. Building can be a slow 

process, but demolition happens quickly. You don’t 

need finesse or an elaborate plan to tear something 

down. You just start breaking things. In fact, even when 

you set out to build, using tools carelessly can do great 

damage. Words are tools. It’s not enough to just think 

about what words we say, we also have to think about 

how and when we say them. In Ephesians 4:29, Paul 
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said, “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, 

but only such as is good for building up, as fits the 

occasion.”  

Paul has already mentioned this idea of building up 

one another twice in Ephesians 4. In verse 12 he spoke 

of how church leaders are to equip the saints for the 

work of ministry so that the body of Christ will be built 

up. Then in verse 16 he spoke of each part in the body 

working to build up the body in love. So Paul was not 

calling for us to be uplifting in some generic sense. He 

wasn’t calling us to be cheerleaders. We must each 

speak in a way that builds the church. We must 

encourage one another to grow in our love for God and 

our love for people.  

What is it that makes words constructive? The Old 

Testament book of Proverbs gives us guidance about 

how to speak. Proverbs 12:18 says, “There is one whose 

rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the 

wise brings healing.” Have you ever been on the 

receiving end of those verbal sword thrusts? Even 

when the words spoken are true, an overly aggressive 

spokesman undermines their effectiveness. His or her 

sword thrusts can put the other person on the 
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defensive, and that hinders them from hearing the 

message. Proverbs 15:2 says, “The tongue of the wise 

commends knowledge, but the mouths of fools pour 

out folly.” In other words, the wise person doesn’t just 

speak knowledge. He or she presents that knowledge in 

a way that makes it easier for the hearer to accept. 

Specifically, Proverbs 15:4 says, “A gentle tongue is a 

tree of life, but perverseness in it breaks the spirit.” A 

gentle approach is disarming. It enables the message to 

get through to the hearer.  

In Ephesians 4:29 Paul also spoke of saying things 

at the appropriate time. The Proverbs develop the same 

idea. Proverbs 25:11 says, “A word fitly spoken is like 

apples of gold in a setting of silver.” A word spoken at 

the right time is rare and extremely valuable. Proverbs 

15:23 says, “To make an apt answer is a joy to a man, 

and a word in season, how good it is!” Speaking 

constructively requires patience. You have to wait until 

the time is right. You have to wait until the person 

senses their need. For instance, Proverbs 12:25 says, 

“Anxiety in a man's heart weighs him down, but a good 

word makes him glad.” People need to hear 

constructive words when they’re worried.  
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There’s another important component of speaking 

constructive words, but it’s worthy of its own point. 

Before we move on, take a moment to evaluate your 

words. Are they constructive? Do you aim to build 

people up? Are your words gentle or do you tend to go 

on the attack? Do you just blurt things out, or do you 

wait for the best time? We need to speak constructive 

words. 
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CHOICE 3: 
SPEAK GOD’S WORDS 

Many years ago, I worked as an intern in youth 

ministry at a large church. Every summer we organized 

our own camp, and those preparations were a big part 

of my job. We would take over 300 students to camp 

plus all of our adult volunteers. I had to reserve a 

facility, charter busses, and make sure we had all the 

gear we needed for meetings and games. I rented a big 

box truck to haul all of our gear, and after driving 

around town picking things up, I figured it would be 

good to top off the tank before hitting the road for 
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camp. I assumed that with the size of the truck it must 

run on diesel. An hour later I found out that I was 

wrong. The engine began running rough and finally 

stopped. A mechanic had to drain the tank and change 

the fuel filter before the engine would run again. You 

have to have the right fuel. 

Similarly, speaking the right words can help fuel 

someone’s spiritual growth. In Ephesians 4:29, Paul 

said, “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.” 

Paul has already mentioned grace ten times in his letter 

to the Ephesians. He isn’t talking about being gracious 

in what we say. He is talking about communicating the 

saving grace of God to someone. If we truly want 

someone to receive grace, then we need to speak God’s 

word to them. Sharing human thoughts and our own 

personal ideas, no matter how well-intentioned, is like 

filling them up with the wrong kind of fuel. It won’t get 

them where they need to go. 

Paul believed that God’s word would change 

people’s lives. Acts 20:32 tells us how he taught the 
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leaders in Ephesus about the power of God’s word. He 

said,  

And now I commend you to God and to the 

word of his grace, which is able to build you 

up and to give you the inheritance among all 

those who are sanctified.  

The only words that truly build people up are ones that 

communicate the message of God’s grace. As Paul said, 

those same words also give people an eternal 

inheritance in God’s kingdom. He was talking about 

the good news, the gospel. 

Sometimes we try to summarize the message of 

grace in a few simple ideas, but we find this message 

throughout Scripture. The entire Bible has this 

transforming power. In 2 Timothy 3:16-17 Paul said,  

All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work. 

To really understand who God is and how he works in 

our lives, we need to learn the entire Bible—New 

Testament and Old. You don’t have to be a scholar to 

understand the Bible, and it’s not just church leaders 
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who teach. All of us need to know God’s Word so that 

we can be prepared to build each other up. Are you 

learning the Bible? If so, are you doing it just for 

yourself, or are you learning so that you will be ready 

to help others? Choose to speak God’s words.  
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CHOICE 4: 
SPEAK PLEASING WORDS 

My brother wasn’t the only one who got caught 

saying something that he shouldn’t. When I was in 

fourth grade I was in Cub Scouts and my mom was a 

den leader. So several boys from school were over at 

our house one afternoon for a meeting. We were 

playing a game when I was knocked down and some 

four-letter expletive burst from my lips. My mom was 

shocked. But then one of the boys proceeded to inform 

her that I spoke this way all of the time on the 

playground at school. I had to admit that I spoke one 
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way at home and another way at school. I lived a double 

life. Thankfully, my mom didn’t pull out the soap. She 

must have thought that the embarrassment was 

punishment enough.  

It’s tempting to wear a mask by changing our words 

depending on who we are with. We think we can get 

away with it, even with God. Do you speak differently 

at church then you do at home or school or work?  Paul 

addressed this problem in Ephesians 4:30. He said, 

“And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you 

were sealed for the day of redemption.” If you are truly 

a Christian, then you are always in God’s presence 

because his Spirit dwells in you. Since that is the case, 

we should choose to speak words that please him. 

Paul mentioned this idea of being sealed with the 

Spirit back in Ephesians 1:13-14. He said,  

In him you also, when you heard the word of 

truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 

believed in him, were sealed with the 

promised Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee of 

our inheritance until we acquire possession 

of it, to the praise of his glory. 

In other words, the Holy Spirit stays with us to preserve 

us until the time that we enter Christ’s kingdom. That’s 
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when we will receive our inheritance. That’s the day of 

redemption as Paul called it in Ephesians 4.  

Notice that in Ephesians 4:30 Paul referred to the 

Spirit in very formal terms—the Holy Spirit of God. As 

a Spirit, he has no tangible form. We do not see him or 

feel him. Nevertheless, he is God and he is holy. So if 

you are saved and sealed, you should always speak and 

behave in a way that reflects obedience, reverence, and 

worship. When we fall short of that standard, the Spirit 

does not abandon us, but he certainly disapproves, and 

he is deeply saddened.  

In light of all that God has done, is doing, and will 

do to bring about our salvation, don’t you want to live 

and speak in a way that pleases him? Our prayer should 

be the same as David’s in Psalm 19:14. He prayed, “Let 

the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart 

be acceptable in your sight, O LORD, my rock and my 

redeemer.” The Father chose us and planned out a 

course for us. The Son gave his life and will come again 

to reign. The Spirit guides us and keeps us secure. 

Shouldn’t we choose to speak words that please him? 
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CONCLUSION 

In Ephesians 4:29-30 Paul teaches us that to 

manage our mouths we must make four choices. We 

must choose to speak words that are select, 

constructive, biblical, and pleasing. Is that how you 

speak?  

I’m not talking about conforming to some external 

standard. It all starts with the change of heart that 

happens when you acknowledge your sin and trust in 

Christ for salvation. Have you been saved, or do you 

need to ask God for a new heart today? 

Perhaps this study has brought to mind times when 

your words have been destructive rather than 

constructive. Have you confessed that to God? Do you 

need to seek someone’s forgiveness? Don’t delay. Seek 

to be reconciled with both God and people. 

I’m sure all of us could grow in being more biblical 

and constructive in our words. Would you make that a 

focus this week? You may even want to commit these 

verses to memory, to remind yourself of this standard.  

May the words of our mouths and the meditation of 

our heart be acceptable in God’s sight! 
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QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. Under what circumstances do you find it hard to 

control your speech? What comes out in those 

moments? 

 

 

2. Whom do you most need to encourage today? What 

could you say to build that person up? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to cultivate a greater 

awareness of the Spirit’s presence in your life? 
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CHAPTER 9: 

LETTING GO 
OF BITTERNESS 

Some people make water skiing look easy. It seems 

like all they have to do is to simply stand up and glide 

across the surface of the lake as the boat pulls them 

along. That wasn’t my experience. On the few occasions 

when someone talked me into giving it a try, I wasn’t 

able to get up on my feet. So rather than gliding over 

the water, I spent my time being dragged through it 

head first. Though my arms were aching and my eyes 



 
 

— 176 — 

stung, I kept clinging to the rope hoping that eventually 

by the sheer force of my will I would manage to rise up. 

But that’s not how it works. After the first few seconds, 

there was no way to recover, but I kept holding on 

anyway. I should have just let go.  

A lot of us have the same problem when we 

encounter difficulty in life, particularly in our 

relationships with people. Something negative 

happens that makes you feel disappointed, angry, or 

hurt. It could be something someone says or does, or 

something they don’t say or do. It could even be a 

circumstance—a sickness or something that doesn’t go 

according to plan. Rather than moving forward, you 

keep clinging to that experience. You review it over and 

over again in your mind as if somehow by the sheer 

force of your will you will manage to change the 

situation. But that’s not how it works. You cannot 

change the past, but you keep holding on anyway, as 

you are dragged deeper and deeper into bitterness. You 

know you should let go, but you just can’t seem to do it.  

In Ephesians 4:31-5:2, Paul marked out four steps 

in letting go of our bitterness. He said,  
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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. 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. 

Throughout Ephesians 4 and 5 Paul used the 

picture of walking to show how people should move 

forward in life after they come to believe in Jesus 

Christ. In 4:1 he said that we should walk worthy of 

Christ’s call by being united with other believers. In 

4:17 he said that we should no longer walk as the 

Gentiles do, putting off our old life and putting on the 

new. He said this change should lead us to speak truth, 

to control our anger, to be generous, and to manage our 

mouth. Paul concluded this section with the verses we 

are studying today showing that instead of clinging to 

bitterness we should walk in love.  

Before we consider these steps, take a moment to be 

honest with yourself. Are you bitter about something? 

Several things? Some situations may be recent, but 

others may go back many years. What happened? Who 

was involved? Don’t let this study of Paul’s words be 
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merely academic. Apply these truths to those specific 

situations in your life. 
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STEP 1: 
RECOGNIZE THE DANGER 

OF BITTERNESS 

A potato chip company used to advertise their 

product with the boast that no one could eat just one. 

We all know that chips are salty, greasy, and don’t 

really fill you up, but we assure ourselves that it’s okay 

to have a few. So we indulge ourselves, but once we 

start eating them it’s hard to stop. They’re addictive. 

Before you know it, you can devour a whole family size 

bag. And if that indulgence becomes a habit, the health 

consequences are dire.  
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Bitterness lures us in like a potato chip. We know 

full well that it’s not healthy to brood on our hurts and 

frustrations, but we tell ourselves that it’s okay to vent 

a little bit. So we indulge ourselves, but once we start 

wallowing in our pain it’s hard to stop. Before you know 

it, you can spend hours, days, months, even years 

consumed with bitter thoughts.  

In Ephesians 4:31, Paul revealed the consequences 

of thinking this way. He said that all bitterness must be 

put away, but then he added a string of other 

responses. Each one leads to the next. Wallowing in 

bitterness sparks moments of wrath in our souls. Those 

moments in turn feed the fire of a consistent 

disposition of anger. That anger inevitably works its 

way into our words. Clamor describes our tone: crying, 

screaming, yelling. Slander describes our message. The 

Greek word Paul used is the one from which we get the 

word blasphemy. We verbally attack people and even 

God himself. Ultimately we become filled with malice, 

the desire to hurt people emotionally and even 

physically. Is that the kind of person you want to 

become? 
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Bitterness is dangerous because of these natural 

consequences. You do not have to be a Christian to 

recognize this progression. But we must also see that 

bitterness has eternal consequences. Matthew 5:21-22 

tells us that Jesus said,  

You have heard that it was said to those of 

old, 'You shall not murder; and whoever 

murders will be liable to judgment.' But I say 

to you that everyone who is angry with his 

brother will be liable to judgment; whoever 

insults his brother will be liable to the 

council; and whoever says, 'You fool!' will be 

liable to the hell of fire. 

Bitter feelings are not neutral. They lead us down a 

path that God condemns. 

It’s tempting to think that bitter feelings are an 

unavoidable result of our circumstances. We view 

ourselves as helpless victims, but Paul’s words here in 

Ephesians 4 contradict that assumption. If bitterness 

can be put away, then bitterness is a choice. We choose 

to hold on to the hurt. We choose to review it over and 

over again. Paul gives us the hope that our bitterness 

with all its consequences can be taken away. Do you 

believe that can happen? The question we have to 
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answer is how such a change is possible. We find out in 

the next step. 
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STEP 2: SURRENDER TO 
THE GRACE OF GOD 

One of the blessings of living in southwest Michigan 

is being close to the shore of Lake Michigan. Being 

there in summer reminds me of times on the beach in 

Southern California where I grew up. Sometimes we 

even have waves, but the Coast Guard is a little more 

cautious here. They issue warnings and put up red flags 

when the waves reach three or four feet. Surf like that 

made for normal, everyday fun in California. Of course, 

places like Hawaii have spots with much larger waves. 

Resisting those waves is disastrous, but riding them 
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must be thrilling. The same can be said about the grace 

of God. Resisting it is disastrous, but when we 

surrender to it, it will carry us along on a thrilling ride. 

We see the powerful current of grace running 

through Ephesians 4:32 if we read it backwards. At the 

end of the verse Paul said, “God in Christ forgave you.” 

The Greek term translated forgive here is the verb form 

of the word grace. God gave us grace. He showed us 

favor. Since the beginning of this letter to the 

Ephesians, Paul has been developing this idea. In 1:3 

he spoke of God blessing us in Christ with every 

spiritual blessing in the heavenly places. Even though 

we were dead in our trespasses and sins, he sent his Son 

to save us. In 1:7 Paul said, “In him we have redemption 

through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, 

according to the riches of his grace.” Paul used a 

different word for forgiveness there that expresses the 

idea of letting go. We deserve judgment for our sins, 

but God grants us mercy and countless blessings 

because Christ died for us.  

Since God has extended grace in forgiving us, we 

should then do the same toward others. Stepping back 

in verse 32, Paul spoke of “forgiving one another.” We 
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can’t remain unmoved, and let the grace of God wash 

over us. We have to ride the current. We have to stop 

clinging to our bitterness, allowing ourselves to be 

swept along by the grace of God. His grace should 

overflow into all of our relationships. We have no right 

to withhold forgiveness, when someone seeks it. 

But the current doesn’t stop there. Stepping back in 

verse 32 again, Paul said that we should be 

tenderhearted. The word Paul used here could be 

translated good bowels. The idea is that when you feel 

deep compassion for someone you feel it in your gut. 

The grace of God should affect the way we feel about 

people and the way we treat them. Paul began the verse 

by saying, “Be kind to one another.” He was talking 

about how we relate to people in the church, but Jesus 

took the idea even farther. Luke 6:35 tells us that he 

said,  

But love your enemies, and do good, and 

lend, expecting nothing in return, and your 

reward will be great, and you will be sons of 

the Most High, for he is kind to the 

ungrateful and the evil. 

Is that how you relate to people?  
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So what happens if we try to receive God’s 

forgiveness and grace without riding the current? 

Matthew 18 records a story that Jesus told about a slave 

who owed a ridiculously massive debt to his king, more 

than he could possibly repay over several lifetimes. As 

he pleaded for mercy, the king felt pity and forgave him 

the debt. That slave then went out, found a fellow slave 

who owed him a few months’ wages, and had him 

locked up in prison. Jesus finished the story in verses 

34 and 35 by saying,  

And in anger his master delivered him to the 

jailers, until he should pay all his debt. So 

also my heavenly Father will do to every one 

of you, if you do not forgive your brother 

from your heart. 

Resisting the flow of God’s grace is disastrous. We 

need to surrender fully to it, letting it change how we 

treat people and how we feel about them. God’s grace 

teaches us to let go of our bitterness. 
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STEP 3: DEFINE YOUR IDENTITY  
BY THE LOVE OF GOD 

Have you ever noticed how young children enjoy 

pretending to do the same activities that adults would 

rather avoid? When my kids were young they would 

spend hours playing with toy tools, lawnmowers, 

kitchens, and vacuum cleaners. Unfortunately, that 

excitement doesn’t usually carry over into doing real 

work around the house when they’re older. But when 

they’re young, they love to be like mom or dad.  

Paul used this idea of imitation as the climax to this 

section of his letter. Back in 4:17 he called Christians to 
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be different from the unbelieving world. He compared 

several different behaviors all leading up to 5:1 where 

he said, “Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved 

children.” When you become a Christian, your identity 

is redefined by the love of God.  

To understand how this new identity is possible, we 

must begin with Jesus himself. When he was baptized, 

Matthew 3:17 tells us, “and behold, a voice from heaven 

said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 

pleased.’” Paul used the same expression in Ephesians 

1:7 when he said that God has blessed us in the Beloved, 

referring to Christ. As the Son of God, Jesus enjoyed a 

perfect relationship with his heavenly Father. His 

perfect obedience pleased God. When we are united 

with Christ by faith, we are connected with that 

relationship. In Ephesians 1:5, Paul said that God 

predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus 

Christ. So because of that connection with Christ, we as 

Christians can and should think of ourselves as God’s 

beloved children. 

This relationship gives us the utmost sense of 

security. Back in Ephesians 1:11, Paul explained that 

those who are adopted by God have obtained an 
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inheritance. We know without any doubt that God will 

not reject us, but that we will spend eternity in his 

presence. Furthermore, we can be assured that God 

watches over us and guards here and now. In Romans 

8:15, Paul said,  

For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to 

fall back into fear, but you have received the 

Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, 

“Abba! Father!”  

We cry out to God and he hears us. So in Ephesians 

3:19, Paul prayed for the Ephesians, “to know the love 

of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be 

filled with all the fullness of God.” If you are in Christ, 

then take comfort in knowing that you are God’s 

beloved child.  

In Ephesians 5, Paul wants us to understand that 

this amazing relationship with God should affect how 

we behave. We don’t have to be filled with bitterness, 

or defined by our disappointments and hurts. As God’s 

children, we should be like him. We won’t ever be 

perfectly like him, since he is the infinite Almighty God. 

But by the power of God’s Spirit at work within us, we 

can do our own child-like imitation of his holiness and 
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his love. Are you a child of God? If so, then is your 

identity wrapped up in that reality? Are you imitating 

him?  
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STEP 4: FOLLOW THE  
SACRIFICE OF CHRIST 

The experience of worship is fairly simple for most 

of us at Calvary East. We schedule our gatherings at a 

time that’s convenient. We gather in a building that’s 

safe, comfortable, and close to our homes. No one tries 

to harass us or prevent us from gathering. Though I 

hope you have a different mindset, it is possible to 

come and be a relatively passive observer. The ease of 

worship today may inadvertently lead us to some very 

wrong ideas about following Christ.  
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The experience of worship was very different for 

Old Testament believers. Once they were settled in the 

land, the Israelites had to travel long distances to the 

temple to participate in certain festivals. The Law 

required them to offer up costly animal and grain 

sacrifices. In Ephesians 5:2, Paul described the death 

of Jesus as if it were part of that Old Testament system. 

He said, “And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave 

himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to 

God.” Jesus paid the ultimate price in his act of 

worship, and Paul called us to follow Christ’s example 

by loving people.  

We tend to think of love as an exchange. We meet 

halfway. I show love to you, because I expect to get 

something back. It’s really all about me. But Paul 

defined love in a radically different way here. He said 

that we should love people not in order to get 

something back from them, but as an act of sacrificial 

worship to God. That’s what Jesus did. He died for 

people who misunderstood him and rejected him. 

There was no exchange, no meeting halfway. His one-

sided love for people was an act of worship. He did it 

for God. 
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The Apostle John made this same connection 

between loving people and loving God. In 1 John 4:20 

he said,  

If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his 

brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love 

his brother whom he has seen cannot love 

God whom he has not seen. 

If you want to show your love for God, you have to love 

people, and loving people is not an easy task. In 1 John 

3:16 John said, “By this we know love, that he laid down 

his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for 

the brothers.” Are you willing to take your love to that 

extent?  

What does this idea of sacrifice have to do with 

letting go of our bitterness? Our bitterness often stems 

from situations where we showed love and kindness, 

but it wasn’t returned to us in the way that we wanted. 

The person didn’t meet us halfway, so we hold it 

against them. But if we follow Christ’s example and 

love people as a sacrificial act of worship for God, then 

we won’t get bitter. We’ll be willing to show one-way 

love. We will be forgiving. How can you be willing to 

die for someone, if you can’t even forgive them? When 
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you forgive people, it is an act of worship. Don’t forgive 

them for their sake. Do it for God.  

In a sense, you might say that worship doesn’t really 

take place when we gather on Sunday morning. Those 

gatherings are a prelude, a warm-up, or a coaching 

session. The true worship happens as you go through 

life and show sacrificial love toward people as an 

offering of love to God. Are you following the path that 

Christ has laid out for us? We aren’t really moving 

forward unless we’re walking in love. 
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CONCLUSION 

To let go of bitterness, you need to first recognize 

the danger. Bitterness will consume your life producing 

wrath, anger, slander and malice. You need to 

surrender to the grace of God, letting it carry you 

toward being forgiving, tenderhearted, and kind. You 

need to define your identity by God’s love for you. 

Imitate him. Finally, you need to follow the sacrifice of 

Christ, loving people as an act of worship. 

Have you received God’s forgiveness in Christ? If 

not, I invite you to acknowledge your sin before God. 

You do not have to earn his forgiveness. Trust Jesus as 

your Savior. Perhaps you’ve received God’s 

forgiveness, but you’re still harboring bitterness 

toward someone. Don’t you see the inconsistency of 

that? Repent of your bitterness. Choose to forgive as an 

act of worship. No doubt we would all benefit from 

committing these verses to memory.  

May God fill our lives with his grace and love! 
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QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. What situations in your life tempt you to respond in 

bitterness? 

 

 

2. How can you use the truths from this passage when 

you next face that temptation? 

 

 

3. What could you do this week to show greater 

kindness to the people with whom you will interact? 

At home? At work? Out in public? 

 



 
 

 

 
 
 

part 3 
 

walk in light 
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CHAPTER 10: 

RESISTING 
SEXUAL TEMPTATION 

To celebrate the completion of elementary school, 

my sixth grade class took a three-day trip to Catalina 

Island located about twenty miles off the coast of 

Southern California. We stayed at a beautiful camp 

with a rocky shoreline. Several of my friends noticed 

that you could see schools of fish swimming around the 

camp’s dock, so they spent their free time trying to 
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catch them. The camp store sold fishing line with a 

hook and a handle, but they didn’t have any bait. They 

spent hours dangling their bare hooks in the water. 

Needless to say, they didn’t catch anything.  

No fisherman casts a hook into the water without 

bait. It doesn’t work. Fish aren’t attracted to it. The 

hook has to be hidden, tucked away in something 

enticing and appetizing. I’m sure fish see what happens 

to other fish who take the bait, but they aren’t able to 

resist. They do not have the mental capacity to 

recognize the danger.  

Sexual temptation has a similar pull on us. Unlike 

fish, we have the mental capacity to recognize the 

danger. We are aware of the potential for sexually 

transmitted diseases and unplanned pregnancies. We 

regularly hear about the damaging and addictive 

nature of pornography. We’ve seen the emotional scars 

that result from illicit sexual activity. But none of those 

thoughts hold us back. Our society increasingly casts 

off all sexual restraint. Is resisting sexual temptation 

really worthwhile? And if so, how can it be done?  

In Ephesians 5:3-14, Paul presented five thoughts 

that help us resist sexual temptation. The people of his 
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day faced many of the same temptations that we do. 

They were not influenced by digital media as we are, 

but prostitution was actively promoted in their society 

through pagan religious rituals. People were just as 

open about sex, perhaps even more so. Paul taught that 

those who receive God’s saving grace through faith in 

Christ need to move forward and leave the old life 

behind, so he gave us practical guidance about how to 

direct our thoughts. 
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THOUGHT 1: 
IDENTITY 

My wedding day began with a drizzly morning. The 

ceremony was scheduled for 7 o’clock at night, but we 

met around noon to take pictures. We tried to dodge all 

the puddles, but we still wound up with a muddy spot 

on the train of my bride’s dress. Once we discovered it, 

her mom went straight to work getting it clean. Brides 

only wear their dress once. It has to be perfect for the 

ceremony.  
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In the same way every Christian believer, whether 

male or female, relates to Jesus Christ as a bride 

waiting for her wedding ceremony. Paul used this 

image in Ephesians 5:25-27. He said,  

Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved 

the church and gave himself up for her, that 

he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by 

the washing of water with the word, so that 

he might present the church to himself in 

splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such 

thing, that she might be holy and without 

blemish. 

When we trust in Jesus, we are changed. We receive 

a totally new identity. In God’s eyes, we are saints—

holy ones, so shouldn’t we avoid any behavior that 

would contradict that new identity? In Ephesians 5:3 

Paul said, “But sexual immorality and all impurity or 

covetousness must not even be named among you, as 

is proper among saints.” 

Paul used three words here to define the kind of 

behavior that contradicts our identity as saints. First, 

he mentioned sexual immorality, which is any 

behavior that departs from God’s design for sexual 
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activity. That design was clear from the beginning of 

creation. Genesis 2:24-25 says,  

Therefore a man shall leave his father and his 

mother and hold fast to his wife, and they 

shall become one flesh. And the man and his 

wife were both naked and were not ashamed. 

Sex is designed to express and deepen the permanent 

union of one man and one woman as husband and wife. 

It’s a holy and good blessing from God (cf. Prov 5:15-

19). Any sexual activity that departs from God’s good 

and perfect design is by definition immoral. So 

adultery, premarital sex, and homosexuality must all 

be considered immoral. 

The second word that Paul used in Ephesians 5:3 

points to the consequence of sexual immorality. Such 

activity falls into the category of impurity or 

uncleanness. This term recalls the Old Testament Law 

in which anything that was unclean was not acceptable 

to God. Sexually immoral behavior stains us so that we 

cannot enter God’s presence. Paul made this point in 1 

Corinthians 6:9-10 when he said,  

Or do you not know that the unrighteous will 

not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 

deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor 
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idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who 

practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the 

greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor 

swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 

Thankfully, he did not stop there, but added,  

And such were some of you. But you were 

washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 

and by the Spirit of our God (1 Cor 6:11).  

When we trust in Christ we are cleansed from our 

impurity. Why would we then go back to it? 

With covetousness, the third word in Ephesians 

5:3, Paul reminds us of the source of sexual temptation. 

Though we normally think of coveting material 

possessions, the Tenth Commandment prohibited 

coveting your neighbor’s wife (Ex 20:17). So coveting 

can have a sexual connotation. While the other nine 

commandments prohibit physical actions, this one 

reveals that thoughts and desires can also be sinful. The 

battle against sexual temptation is thus a battle of the 

mind (Matt 5:28).  

We like to think that sexual temptation comes from 

our circumstances. We blame it on media and culture 

or on someone’s seductive dress or behavior. Such 
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circumstances do influence us, and the book of 

Proverbs highlights the wisdom of avoiding those 

circumstances whenever possible (Prov 5:1-14). Yet the 

true source of sexual temptation is our own hearts.  

Mark 7:21-22 tells us that as Jesus argued against 

the Pharisees’ focus on externals, he said,  

For from within, out of the heart of man, 

come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, 

murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, 

deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, 

foolishness. 

Even under the most controlled circumstances we still 

face temptation. When we give into that temptation, we 

allow ourselves to be defined by our sinful desires. But 

if you are a Christian you can choose to resist those 

desires because of Christ’s work in your life.  

You must remember your identity as a saint. 
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THOUGHT 2: 
GRATITUDE 

When my children were young we would read them 

the story of the little engine-that-could, struggling with 

all of its might to climb the mountain. But imagine 

what would have happened if the little engine thought 

the tracks up the mountain were just too hard. What if 

he decided to follow his heart and choose his own 

course? Some people would applaud his courage to be 

true to himself, but the fact of the matter is that once 

he went off the rails, he would be stuck. Though the 

rails may have seemed constraining, they gave him the 
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strength and freedom to move forward and conquer the 

mountain.  

Resisting sexual temptation is an uphill battle, so a 

lot of people decide to ignore the track that God has laid 

down for us. But just like a train, the rails of God’s 

commandments are the source of strength and 

freedom we need to move forward. Jesus used the 

image of an ox with a yoke to demonstrate this same 

idea. Matthew 11:29-30 tells us that he said,  

Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, 

for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you 

will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is 

easy, and my burden is light. 

Rather than throwing off his yoke, we should be 

grateful for the direction we receive from our Creator, 

particularly in regard to sexuality. 

In Ephesians 5:4, Paul set gratitude in opposition to 

the ways people try to undermine God’s 

commands.  He said, “Let there be no filthiness nor 

foolish talk nor crude joking, which are out of place, but 

instead let there be thanksgiving.” First, Paul 

mentioned filthiness. The New International Version 

uses the word obscenity, but I think that may be too 
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strong. The adjective form of this word is used four 

times in the New Testament to speak of feelings of 

shame. In verse 3, Paul showed how sexual immorality 

makes us impure in God’s eyes. Here I think he had in 

mind the sense of shame and pollution that a person 

experiences when he or she gives into sexual 

temptation.  

Some people wallow in the shame of their sin, but 

that isn’t necessary. The good news of the gospel is that 

in Christ, we can be forgiven and cleansed. 1 John 1:9 

says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 

forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.” Confession is the acknowledgement 

that you’ve jumped the rails. Why should you wallow in 

shame when you can be forgiven? Don’t let your sense 

of shame undermine the truth of God’s forgiveness. 

Next in Ephesians 5:4, Paul spoke of foolish talk. 

We tend to think of foolishness as light-hearted humor, 

but the biblical idea of foolishness is dead serious. 

Psalm 14:1 says, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no 

God.’ They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds, 

there is none who does good.” So when Paul mentioned 
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foolish talk, I think he had in mind the way people 

justify their sin by rejecting the existence of God.  

They still feel shame for their immoral behavior, 

but rather than wallowing in it, they try to squelch their 

conviction by arguing against it. They may claim, for 

instance, that sexual morals are just antiquated 

cultural standards forced upon us by previous 

generations. Foolish talk often presents itself as very 

academic. They rely upon surveys and social research 

to say that no one follows biblical morality anyway. 

They do not want to acknowledge the existence of God 

or the wisdom of his commandments, because that 

would force them to deal with their sin. We do not have 

to answer the fool according to his folly (Prov 26:4), we 

only need to express our gratitude to God, and the 

fool’s arguments begin to fall apart. 

Paul mentioned one more way that people 

undermine God’s commandments: crude joking. Most 

Christians would probably acknowledge that it’s 

inappropriate to tell a dirty joke, but what about 

hearing them? Some Christians claim to be shocked 

and offended, while others seem to be entertained. We 

need to understand that the words we hear do not 
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defile us in and of themselves, but they can influence 

us. Humor is not neutral. This week I came across a 

comment from a journalist named Ezra Kline, who 

said, “Jokes about socially unacceptable things aren’t 

just ‘jokes.’ They serve a function of normalizing that 

unacceptable thing.” Jokes about sexual immorality do 

just that. They are an attempt to minimize feelings of 

shame and guilt. We shouldn’t be entertained or 

offended when someone tells a dirty joke around us. If 

God has rescued you from your shame by his grace, 

then be thankful and compassionate, not complicit or 

condescending. Fill your mind with gratitude! 
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THOUGHT 3: 
JUDGMENT 

My wife and I served as foster parents from 2010 to 

2013. When we applied, the state’s licensing process 

included a thorough home safety inspection. Along 

with several other concerns, the inspectors made sure 

that every dangerous chemical or medication was 

locked away some place high out of reach. After two 

years they came and inspected our home again. If we 

would have continued in the program, they would have 

continued to do the same inspection again and again. 

Such repetition is important, because human nature is 
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to forget and to grow careless, even about something 

that could be deadly.  

Paul’s teaching about sexual immorality in 

Ephesians 5 served a similar purpose. He wanted to 

remind us about the danger of sexual sin. In verses five 

and six he highlighted its eternal consequences. He 

wrote,  

For you may be sure of this, that everyone 

who is sexually immoral or impure, or who is 

covetous (that is, an idolater), has no 

inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and 

God. Let no one deceive you with empty 

words, for because of these things the wrath 

of God comes upon the sons of disobedience. 

In order to resist sexual temptation, we need to 

think about the reality of God’s judgment against 

sexual sin. Paul considered judgment from two 

perspectives: what people have not received and what 

they will receive.  

First, some people have not received an inheritance 

in the kingdom of Christ and God. The whole Bible is 

oriented around this idea of a kingdom. God created 

Adam and Eve to rule over the earth, but they rebelled 

against God in their sin. God later chose Abraham and 
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began to build a kingdom through his descendants. 

God even gave them land, a king, and laws to guide 

them, but it wasn’t enough. They still sinned. They 

needed someone to rescue them from their sins and to 

transform them internally. God sent his own Son, Jesus 

Christ, to accomplish that mission. Jesus is also the 

perfect king who will one day return to fulfill all of 

God’s kingdom promises. When we believe in him, he 

gives us an inheritance, a place in his future kingdom, 

and he begins to transform our lives through the work 

of the Holy Spirit. 

Paul wanted to make sure that his readers 

understand that those who are characterized by 

sexually immoral behavior do not have a place in the 

kingdom. He repeated the same list that he used in 

verse 3—sexually immoral, impure, and covetous. This 

time, however, he indicated that such actions make 

someone an idolater. His point is that this behavior is 

essentially the same as worshipping a false god. We 

don’t bow down to a statue, but we exalt our desires 

above God’s. In other words, sexual immorality is a 

form of worshiping yourself. How can someone 

worship himself and simultaneously claim to follow 
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Christ as Lord and King?  If you claim to follow Christ, 

but you habitually ignore God’s standards of 

immorality, then your claim is called into question.   

Next, Paul argued that those who are characterized 

by sexual sin will receive God’s wrath. Jesus spoke of a 

time of future judgment when some would be 

welcomed into his kingdom, but others would be cast 

into hell. Paul, however, focused on this concept of 

God’s wrath or anger. Sinful behavior provokes God to 

anger even now, and sexually immoral behavior is one 

of those sins among many others. Paul knew that some 

people would deny this connection, so he said, “Let no 

one deceive you with empty words.” 

How do these two perspectives on God’s judgment 

help us resist sexual temptation? They serve as sirens 

or flashing lights to alert us. If sexual immorality keeps 

people out of God’s kingdom and provokes God’s 

wrath, we must not excuse it or treat it lightly. We must 

not forget or grow careless. We must make every effort 

to resist it.   
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THOUGHT 4: 
ENLIGHTENMENT 

The gospels record multiple occasions when Jesus 

miraculously healed people who were born blind. 

Imagine what an incredible experience it must have 

been for them to suddenly see the world for the first 

time as an adult—the beauty of nature, the colors of a 

sunset. But the world can also be an ugly place. So what 

if one of those men decided he would rather not see? 

Would anyone prefer blindness over sight?  

Such a response seems unimaginable, but we are 

often tempted to make that choice in a spiritual sense. 
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Jesus opens our eyes to see the light, but we are 

tempted to return to the darkness. Paul addressed this 

concern in Ephesians 5:7-10. He said,   

Therefore do not become partners with 

them; for at one time you were darkness, but 

now you are light in the Lord. Walk as 

children of light (for the fruit of light is found 

in all that is good and right and true), and try 

to discern what is pleasing to the Lord. 

All of us enter this world not just in darkness, but 

as darkness. It's not just an inability to see. It's our state 

of being. When we come to believe in Christ, however, 

a miraculous change takes place. Paul said that we 

become light. Our nature is changed. Jesus invited 

people to experience this transformation. John 8:12 

says, “Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the light 

of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in 

darkness, but will have the light of life.’” 

He enlightens us so that, as Paul says here in 

Ephesians 5, we can discern what is good and right and 

true and pleasing. We can walk in the light, and that 

enlightenment should shape how we live. We can bear 

fruit. 
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Notice how Paul began this section in verse 7. He 

said, “Therefore do not become partners with them.” 

Whom did he have in mind? In the previous verse he 

spoke of the sons of disobedience, those who stand 

under the wrath of God. As Christians we are supposed 

to be set apart. We should not be partnering up in sinful 

behavior with unbelievers, particularly in sexual 

immorality.  

Paul expressed the same concern in Romans 13:12-

14. He said,  

The night is far gone; the day is at hand. So 

then let us cast off the works of darkness and 

put on the armor of light. Let us walk 

properly as in the daytime, not in orgies and 

drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and 

sensuality, not in quarreling and jealousy. 

But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make 

no provision for the flesh, to gratify its 

desires. 

As much as people try to justify sexual immorality, they 

still generally reserve such behavior for nighttime 

under the cover of darkness. We cannot escape the 

sense that we are doing something wrong. We operate 
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on the foolish assumption that God will not be able to 

see us in the dark. But God still sees!  

We are called to stand apart, to walk in the light. 

Can that be said of you? Has God enabled you to see? 

If so, does his light shape your life? Our enlightenment 

is an incredible blessing. God has opened our eyes and 

poured his light into our souls. When you trust in him, 

you can know right from wrong. You can discern what's 

good and true. Don’t take his light for granted! 
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THOUGHT 5: 
MISSION 

Thanks to government regulations incandescent 

light bulbs are becoming a thing of the past. Though we 

enjoy their warm glow, they have a relatively short 

lifespan. We use them for a time, but once they burn 

out we throw them away. They no longer serve their 

purpose. 

Jesus used a similar analogy to talk about his 

followers staying on track with his mission. Matthew 

5:14-16 tells us that he said, 
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You are the light of the world. A city set on a 

hill cannot be hidden. Nor do people light a 

lamp and put it under a basket, but on a 

stand, and it gives light to all in the house. In 

the same way, let your light shine before 

others, so that they may see your good works 

and give glory to your Father who is in 

heaven. 

We should resist temptation because Jesus has given 

us a mission. He wants us to shine for him. 

Paul described the effect of shining for Christ in 

Ephesians 5:11-14.  

Take no part in the unfruitful works of 

darkness, but instead expose them. For it is 

shameful even to speak of the things that 

they do in secret. But when anything is 

exposed by the light, it becomes visible, for 

anything that becomes visible is light. 

Therefore it says, "Awake, O sleeper, and 

arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on 

you." 

When Paul spoke of exposing sin, he was not calling 

believers to verbally confront people. The context 

suggests that this exposure happens as believers simply 

walk in the light. It is a natural outcome as people 

witness their lifestyle. When you choose to resist 
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temptation in order to live a sexually pure life, people 

notice. Those who live in darkness are disturbed by 

chaste behavior. The contrast with their own actions 

pricks their conscience.  

The goal of this exposure is spelled out in verse 14. 

The light of Christ shining through us has the potential 

to wake people up. When their sin is exposed by a 

believer’s pure behavior, they have the opportunity to 

turn to Christ. They can come into the light and be 

transformed by it. When we face sexual temptation, 

this incredible life-giving rescue mission should 

compel us to resist. 
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CONCLUSION 

In those moments when temptation strikes, fill your 

mind with these thoughts. Think about your identity as 

a saint. Think about the goodness of God's Word and 

his guidance. Be grateful for his forgiveness and 

salvation. Think about the reality of God’s judgment. 

Don’t let yourself toy with the idea of doing something 

that provokes God's wrath. Think of the privilege of 

seeing the light. How could you turn back to spiritual 

darkness? Think of the impact sexual sin would have 

on your witness. Your family, your fellow believers in 

Christ, the unbelievers who know you are all watching. 

We must use these thoughts to make the right choice 

again and again. 

Ephesians 5 is a powerful resource in the fight 

against sexual temptation. I encourage you to read 

back through and let these words soak into your heart. 

Perhaps this study has convicted you about some way 

that you have given into temptation. If so, cling to that 

promise from 1 John 1:9. You don't have to wallow in 

shame. Receive the forgiveness of Christ today!  

Are you focusing on living in the light? Do you think 

about shining for Christ? Everything that we do 
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matters. He enlightens us so that we will carry out his 

mission. To keep this focus in mind, you may want to 

commit portions of this passage to memory. Repeat 

them to yourself over and over again so that they 

become ingrained in your heart and mind.  

May God help us walk in the light! 
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QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. Under what circumstances do you encounter sexual 

temptation? What could you do to avoid those 

circumstances? 

 

 

2. Which of these thoughts are most helpful to you? 

Why? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to fill your life with what 

is good, right, and true? 
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CHAPTER 11: 

OVERCOMING APATHY 

When you strike a match, the chemicals on the head 

of the stick flare up in a hissing burst of heat and light. 

A moment later, all that is left is a quiet yellow flame. 

After a few more seconds pass, the flame burns through 

the stick and fizzles. Of course, that match can be used 

to light a candle, but candles burnout too. A lot of our 

efforts in life follow that pattern—exercise plans, diets, 

and other resolutions. We start with a burst of energy 
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and enthusiasm that quickly dies down and ultimately 

fizzles. 

This pattern can also be found in people’s religious 

experience. They respond with great emotion to a 

sermon or a friend’s testimony. They make an 

enthusiastic pledge to change how they live morally 

and spiritually. But after a few days or weeks the 

feelings die down and those commitments fizzle. 

Ultimately, people find themselves back at the same 

level where they began, if not in a worse state. At that 

point some seek another experience to carry them 

through, but others just give up. 

The Christian life is not supposed to be brief flash 

or even a series of brief flashes. Jesus challenged 

people to count the cost before they decide to follow 

him (Luke 14:25-35). Once they start down that path 

the book of Hebrews calls Christians to run with 

endurance the race that is set before us (12:1). Paul 

expressed his confidence in God’s ability to carry 

believers through. In Philippians 1:6, he said , “And I 

am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you 

will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.” 

If God really does sustain us throughout the Christian 
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life, then how can we overcome spiritual apathy? How 

do we break free of that dull and lifeless sense of 

boredom? Do we really need a constant string of 

dramatic revival experiences, or is it possible to 

maintain a consistent pattern of spiritual growth?  

In Ephesians 4 and 5, Paul taught Christians how to 

keep moving forward in a steady walk of faith. He said 

that we should walk worthy of our call by relying upon 

one another in the church. He urged believers to walk 

away from the sinful behaviors of the old life in order 

to walk in love. He spoke of resisting sexual temptation 

in order to walk as children of light. Then he concluded 

this section in his letter by using the picture of walking 

one more time to tell Christians to walk in wisdom.  

In this section on wisdom in Ephesians 5:15-21, 

Paul explained three strategies for overcoming 

spiritual apathy. He phrased each strategy as a 

contrast. Though this passage may stir up strong 

feelings in us, I do not think that was Paul’s intent. He 

wasn’t trying to ignite a spiritual burst that would fade. 

He wrote these words to equip us for a life of continual 

spiritual growth. These strategies are not momentary 

experiences, but spiritual habits to build into your life.   
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STRATEGY 1: 
WATCH THE TIME 

Sometimes your alarm clock goes off, and you hit 

the snooze button. You’re groggy and slow to move, 

delaying as much as you possibly can. But on some 

mornings your mind is so alert that you wake up before 

the alarm. You spring out of bed and move through 

your routine as quick as you possibly can. Why is there 

such a difference? You might be excited about 

something fun, like leaving on a trip or celebrating a 

holiday. You might be worried about something 
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stressful, like a big test or a job interview. Anticipation 

changes how we view time.  

To overcome spiritual apathy we need to gain a 

sense of anticipation so that we watch the time and use 

it wisely. We hear Paul’s anticipation in Ephesians 

5:15-16. He said, “Look carefully then how you walk, 

not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of the 

time, because the days are evil.” To catch the force of 

Paul’s argument, let’s start at the end of his statement 

and work our way back to the beginning. 

Paul called the days evil, because we live in a fallen 

world. Since Adam and Eve first sinned, life has been 

plagued by temptation, conflict, sickness, and 

suffering. In fact, Paul claimed that Satan and his 

demons exert a powerful influence over people. In 

Ephesians 6:12, he said,  

For we do not wrestle against flesh and 

blood, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers over 

this present darkness, against the spiritual 

forces of evil in the heavenly places. 

Though Paul’s words sound negative, they are 

rooted in the anticipation of something good. These 

evil days will be replaced by a new age in which Satan 



 
 

— 232 — 

will be defeated and Jesus will reign as king. So in Titus 

2:13 Paul spoke of “waiting for our blessed hope, the 

appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior 

Jesus Christ.” So even in the midst of our fallen world, 

we wait with anticipation. 

The return of Christ makes it possible for us to 

redeem or make the most of the time, as Paul said in 

Ephesians 5:16. In other words, we can do things now 

that carry over into Christ’s kingdom. We can make a 

wise investment in the use of our time. Jesus promised 

that any act of genuine worship and obedience will be 

rewarded. In his Sermon on the Mount, he listed such 

activities as giving money, praying, fasting, and even 

suffering persecution (Matt 6:4, 6, 18; 5:12). In 

Matthew 10:42, he spoke of a reward for those who give 

a cup of cold water to someone in need. Whenever we 

do something that glorifies God, we are investing our 

time in an endeavor that will bear fruit in Christ’s 

future kingdom.  

The most priceless kingdom investment of all is 

when we take the time to explain the gospel to someone 

so that they might join us in Christ’s kingdom. Paul 
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expressed his own evangelistic commitment in 1 

Corinthians 9:22-23. He said, 

To the weak I became weak, that I might win 

the weak. I have become all things to all 

people, that by all means I might save some. 

I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may 

share with them in its blessings. 

Far from being apathetic, Paul passionately sacrificed 

his time, money, health, and safety in order to spread 

the message of salvation in Christ. He knew that the 

eternal blessings would outweigh the immediate cost. 

Paul also called all of us who believe to embrace this 

evangelistic focus. In Colossians 4:5-6 he wrote,  

Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, making 

the best use of the time. Let your speech 

always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so 

that you may know how you ought to answer 

each person. 

The outsiders he mentioned are people who do not yet 

believe in Christ. If we want to redeem the time, we will 

use it to build friendships. We will be gracious and 

kind, not pushy or argumentative. Our conversations 

will be salty, provoking a thirst for spiritual truth. Isn’t 

that how Jesus interacted with people? 
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So in Ephesians 5:15 Paul urged us to look carefully 

how we walk. He said that we should walk not as 

unwise, but as wise. Do things now that God will 

reward later. It’s easy to grow apathetic and waste all 

of our time doing things that are insignificant. A brief 

emotional experience, however, will not change that 

habit in our lives. We have to cultivate the discipline of 

carefully watching the time and seeing it in light of 

eternity. That outlook will melt our cold-hearted 

apathy, so that we walk wisely.  
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STRATEGY 2: 
KNOW THE DIRECTION 

From time to time I hear stories of people who are 

so wrapped up in following their GPS that they wind up 

in an accident. They drive right into a car, a building, 

or a lake because they are paying more attention to that 

little voice than to the obvious signs around them. 

Some Christians make a similar mistake. They attempt 

to overcome apathy by supposedly hearing God speak 

through their feelings and impressions. For instance, I 

have had several conversations over the years with 

people who claimed that their immoral behavior must 
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be okay because they did not feel that God was saying, 

“No.” They were so wrapped up looking inward, that 

they failed to pay attention to the clear direction found 

in Scripture. To truly overcome apathy, we must know 

and follow God’s direction.  

People often quote Ephesians 5:17 to support this 

feeling-driven approach to spiritual life. In that verse 

Paul said, “Therefore do not be foolish, but understand 

what the will of the Lord is.” They assume that 

understanding the will of the Lord is like following a 

GPS. They expect some kind of personal revelation 

about every little decision they make. “After all,” they 

reason, “isn’t that the way God guided people like 

Abraham and Moses in the Old Testament, or Peter 

and Paul in the New?”  

There are several problems with this line of 

reasoning. First, those individuals played unique roles 

at pivotal points in biblical history. Abraham was the 

patriarch of a nation. Moses led Abraham’s 

descendants out of Egypt roughly 600 years later and 

received God’s Law. Peter and Paul were apostles who 

led the first generation of Christians and laid the 

foundation for all who would follow. There is no 
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evidence in the Bible that God interacted with other 

believers the way he interacted with these men.  

Furthermore, God’s interaction with these men 

seems to have been relatively limited and sporadic. As 

we read through the Bible, we often fail to notice how 

much time passes between the occasions when these 

men receive revelation from God. When God does 

speak to them, it’s not about run of the mill personal 

issues, but about major issues in the unfolding of his 

plan. Even the heroes of the faith do not seem to have 

had GPS level guidance from God. 

When Paul spoke of the will of God, he had 

something far bigger in mind than our everyday 

choices. He referred to God’s will four times back in 

Ephesians 1. In verse 1, he introduced himself by 

saying, “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of 

God.” Then in verse 5 he spoke of God, saying, “he 

predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus 

Christ, according to the purpose of his will.” In verse 9, 

he spoke of God, “making known to us the mystery of 

his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in 

Christ.” Finally, in verse 11 he wrote, “In him we have 

obtained an inheritance, having been predestined 
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according to the purpose of him who works all things 

according to the counsel of his will.” So in Ephesians, 

the will of God is his overarching, unstoppable plan of 

salvation in Christ.  

To understand God’s will is to view your life in light 

of God’s epic plan revealed in Scripture. All of history 

is leading up to the return of Christ and the 

establishment of his kingdom. We are only able to 

participate because he has redeemed us through his 

death and resurrection. We must view ourselves as 

citizens of that kingdom. We must serve the plan and 

purpose of our Lord and Savior, obeying his 

commands. In light of his absolute authority, any other 

response is foolish.  

In 1 Thessalonians, Paul gave two examples of how 

to live in accord with the direction of God’s will. In 1 

Thessalonians 4:3-4, he said,  

For this is the will of God, your 

sanctification: that you abstain from sexual 

immorality; that each one of you know how 

to control his own body in holiness and 

honor.  

As citizens of his perfect kingdom, we should be holy. 

In 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, he said, “Rejoice always, 
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pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; 

for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” The 

attitudes in these verses only make sense in light of the 

confident hope that God’s plan gives us.  

It’s not surprising that people grow apathetic when 

they wait for personal guidance from God. It is foolish 

to rely on our emotions and feelings to guide us. God 

warns that our hearts are deceitful (Jer 17:9). His will 

is not hidden, but clearly revealed in Scripture for us to 

understand and celebrate. To overcome our apathy we 

must develop the discipline of understanding God’s 

will so that we view all of life in it’s light. 

  



 
 

— 240 — 

STRATEGY 3: 
SEEK THE FULLNESS 

When I was a child, I spent most summer days at 

my grandparents’ home while my parents were at 

work. One summer I went through a phase in which I 

spent a lot of time playing in the dirt and making mud 

pies. That experience may explain why a particular 

quote sticks in my mind from C. S. Lewis’ address, “The 

Weight of Glory.” He said, 

Indeed, if we consider the unblushing 

promises of reward and the staggering 

nature of the rewards promised in the 

Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds 
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our desires not too strong, but too weak. We 

are half-hearted creatures, fooling about 

with drink and sex and ambition when 

infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant 

child who wants to go on making mud pies in 

a slum because he cannot imagine what is 

meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We 

are far too easily pleased (The Weight of 

Glory: And Other Addresses [Harper One, 

2001], 26).  

I suspect Paul had a similar thought in mind when he 

wrote Ephesians 5:18. He said, “And do not get drunk 

with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the 

Spirit.”  

People typically end up getting drunk because they 

want relief from the cares and stresses of life, but the 

effect is only temporary. Once they sober up they are 

still facing the same issues, plus they may have created 

even worse problems. Drunkenness leads to 

debauchery or dissipation. In other words, when 

they’re under the influence of alcohol or other 

substances, people say and do foolish and even 

immoral things that they later regret. Proverbs 20:1 

says, “Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler, and 

whoever is led astray by it is not wise.” As Lewis said, 
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“Our desires are not too strong, but too weak.…We are 

far too easily pleased.” 

Paul urged us to seek something far greater, being 

filled with the Spirit. Here again, Paul was building on 

a concept that he developed earlier in the letter. Back 

in Ephesians 1:22-23 he spoke of God’s work in Christ 

and said, “And he put all things under his feet and gave 

him as head over all things to the church, which is his 

body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.” There is a 

fullness that God wants us to experience in Christ. Paul 

spoke of it again in Ephesians 3:16-19. He prayed,  

that according to the riches of his glory he 

may grant you to be strengthened with power 

through his Spirit in your inner being, so that 

Christ may dwell in your hearts through 

faith—that you, being rooted and grounded 

in love, may have strength to comprehend 

with all the saints what is the breadth and 

length and height and depth, and to know the 

love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that 

you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 

This fullness flows from an ever deepening knowledge 

of the gospel that gives us hope, joy and peace. If God 

offers us all of that, why would we settle for anything 

less? 
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Paul explained what it means to be filled with the 

Spirit by listing a series of five actions in Ephesians 

5:19-21. He spoke of,  

addressing one another in psalms and hymns 

and spiritual songs, singing and making 

melody to the Lord with your heart, giving 

thanks always and for everything to God the 

Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

submitting to one another out of reverence 

for Christ. 

Scholars have different ideas about how these 

actions relate to being filled with the Spirit. Many 

people think that these actions are the result of being 

filled. If you are filled, then you will do all these things 

in response. Others, however, think that these actions 

are the means or steps toward being filled. I personally 

think this second view makes better sense of the flow 

of Paul’s thought in the passage. If we are going to seek 

the fullness that God wants us to experience through 

his Spirit, then we must pursue it in these ways. They 

build upon one another, leading us from apathy to 

fullness. 

First, in verse 19 Paul spoke of addressing one 

another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs. He 
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seems to be listing several different types of singing 

here. When we gather together and sing, we direct our 

praise vertically toward God, but it also has a powerful 

horizontal effect. When we see other believers 

passionately engaged in singing, we can be humbled, 

convicted, and encouraged. The words of the songs and 

the example of those believers combine to draw us to 

seek our fullness in God. Is that how you think of 

singing? 

Next Paul spoke of two more actions: singing and 

making melody. Here however he moved from the 

horizontal to the vertical because we direct this singing 

to the Lord with your heart. As we observe others 

singing to the Lord, we are encouraged to follow their 

example and adopt the same focus. Singing songs of 

praise is a natural response when we reflect on who 

God is and all that he has done and will do in and 

through Christ. Are you willing to sing to him? 

These first three actions seem to relate to corporate 

worship, but the fourth action in verse 20 extends 

beyond that setting. Paul spoke of, “giving thanks 

always and for everything to God the Father in the 

name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” We tend to reserve 
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thanksgiving for those times when life is going 

particularly well, but Paul did not limit it to the good 

times. Giving thanks always and for everything 

requires focused determination. I don’t think Paul is 

saying that we should act as if bad things are good. His 

point is that we must discipline ourselves to think 

about God’s goodness and grace even in the hard times.  

The final action in Paul’s list comes as a surprise. In 

verse 21 he spoke of submitting to one another out of 

reverence for Christ. Our praise and gratitude for God 

should lead us to relate to each other with humility, 

love and respect. In fact, Paul continued this thought 

down through the rest of the chapter and into chapter 

6. He showed how this reverent attitude toward Christ 

affects our relationships at home and work. Is your life 

marked by this kind of attitude? 

When you consider these five actions as steps 

toward experiencing the fullness of God, then it 

becomes clear that apathy is a choice. You don’t have 

to wait for some mystical experience to grab us. You 

can seek to be filled by the Spirit. You can gather with 

other believers for worship. You can draw 

encouragement from their example and turn your 
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heart to God in praise and thanksgiving. You can then 

allow that heart of worship and reverence to shape how 

you relate to others. Are you seeking the fullness? 
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CONCLUSION 

Don’t allow yourself to be apathetic toward God. 

Use the strategies from this passage to move forward. 

Watch the time and use it wisely, because the days are 

evil, but Christ will one day return. Know the direction 

of God’s will. Celebrate it and align your life with it. 

Finally, seek the fullness. Don’t settle for anything less.  

Every journey begins with a first step. The only way 

you can truly move forward in life is by making the 

decision to begin walking with Christ. Have you started 

down that path? If not, I encourage you to believe in 

God. Believe that Jesus is the Son of God who died for 

our sins and rose from the dead. Believe that he will 

one day return again.  

If you are walking with Christ, then have you made 

these strategies a part of your life? Is there some habit 

you have that needs to change? Do you waste time? Do 

you ignore God’s will? Do you apathetically seek 

something less than God’s fullness? I encourage you to 

identify one change, one new habit, that you can begin 

to incorporate into your life today.  

If you want to learn more about walking with 

Christ, I would encourage you to read Colossians 3. 
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That chapter has several similarities with Ephesians 5. 

Or perhaps you would benefit from committing 

Ephesians 5:15-18 to memory.  

May God help us move forward by the power of His 

Spirit! 
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QUESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER REFLECTION 

1. What are some unwise activities that take up your 

time? What would be some wise alternatives? 

 

 

 

2. What could you do this week to deepen your 

understanding of the Lord’s will? 

 

 

 

3. What changes could you make this week to better 

live out the attitudes described in verses 19-21? 
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