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“Two Ways to Live – Part 1”      Text – Ephesians 4:17-19      OT Reading – Judges 18:30-19:30 


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Perhaps you have wondered at times, particularly as we have slowly moved through Ephesians, how a minister settles on a preaching text: Why one verse or three verses or a whole chapter for that matter?  

Well, the answer to that question begins with the notion that preaching ought to be driven by the text of the Bible rather than having the text of the Bible driven by a desired preaching program.  
And so, way back in September of last year, as I prepared to preach this series on Ephesians, I spent some time considering the whole book of Ephesians – where it is in the Bible, the structure of the flow of thought in the book, the different themes it deals with, what we may know about the Ephesian Christians whom Paul originally wrote to, right down to the very words and punctuation that he uses.  
And I did this in order to have the Book of Ephesians, itself, direct a preaching schedule. 

Well, having done that initial work, and having gotten into the detail of preparing to preach, that has translated into 31 sermons on the first three chapters, and 8, thus far, in chapter 4.  
And I hope that you have been able to see how the text has driven the preaching.  

Verses 17-24, then, are a good illustration of how this works.  
What we find in these verses is a complete unit of thought.  
In part, we see this because v17 begins with the word “so,” and v25 with the word “therefore.”  
Both of these words actually translate the same Greek word, which is a key indicator of a change of subject or intent.  So, the two uses of this word help us to see that this is a unit.

But we see this also in terms of the main theme of these verses
To see this though, we have to go back to 2:10.  
There, Paul said that God had prepared good works “in advance for us to do,” or to walk in, which is the literal translation.  

And this walking, then, or living as the NIV has it, is the theme of the last three chapters of Ephesians.  
In 4:1, Paul began the ‘duty’ half of the book by saying, “I urge you to live a life (or, to walk) worthy of the calling you have received,” same word.  
And then he began to describe that worthy life in vv2-3, before pausing to teach and encourage believers in relation to unity and the gifts Christ has given to the church in vv4-16.  

And here in vv17ff he takes up that same living or walking theme again.  
V17 says, literally, “You must no longer walk even as the Gentiles walk,” or, as our version has it, “you must no longer live as the Gentiles do.” 
And from the end of v17 through to v19, the apostle will describe what Gentile living looks like, before introducing the subject of Christian living in vv20-24.  
Thus, vv17-19 serve to contrast vv20-24: unbelievers live like this, Christians live like that.  

And all of this together, then, is why these verses form a complete unit.

But that does not mean that that passage must be preached in one sermon.  
It could be, perhaps, but the preacher needs to see what is needed to thoroughly and helpfully explain and apply that passage to the congregation before him.  
And it is factors like these that determine the number of sermons.  
This is why we will, God willing, look at vv17-24 in two sermons.

Well, last year, our youth group worked through an evangelism booklet called “Two ways to live.”  
Using very simple but graphic drawings it is designed to help you explain the gospel to an unbeliever.  I recommend it to you as a very helpful tool.  We have it in the church library.  

And, the title of the booklet, Two Ways to Live, very much summarizes the passage before us today.  
For what we find here is that you either live in the way of darkness, or you live in the way of light.  

And today, we will look at living in the way of darkness, as we find it described in vv17-19.    

Having set before them the wonderful pattern and purpose of church growth; spiritual maturity in Jesus, he wants them to know that this must be visible, detectable, and obvious in terms of the way that they live.  

He says then, “So I tell you this and insist on it in the Lord.”  
And the way that he phrases this is a reminder that this is not just Paul, a former friend of theirs, talking to them.  No, this is Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ; the messenger of Jesus Christ, the one who speaks to them and us with the authority of Jesus Christ.

And the instruction of Jesus Christ that he brings to them is that they “must no longer live as the Gentiles do.”  
Now, turn back for a moment to 2:1.  
There Paul addressed these Gentile Ephesian Christians and reminded them that they too once lived as sinners.  He said, “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live.”  And there too, he uses that same Greek word, which literally has in view walking.  
And so, coming back to 4:17, when he now says, “You must no longer walk as the Gentiles do,” he is reminding them that they are not to walk as they once walked, before their conversion to Christianity.  This is not a theoretical change that lacks any real meaning for them, but a real change that they have seen and ought to still see in their own lives.  

Well, how then do these Gentiles walk?  How do we distinguish “Gentile walkers” from “Christian walkers”?  How does “Gentile walking” begin, and where does it lead?

Verses 17-19, in a somewhat similar manner to vv20-24, pile up phrase upon phrase, sentence upon sentence, and image upon image.  Together, though, they serve to provide a rather bleak description of unbelieving man.  
You know, perhaps the greatest single influence on educational philosophy today is that of     secular humanism.  
Now, I know that’s a big term, but “Secular” means the denial of God.  
It is wholly focussed on the natural order of things, matter, dirt, and stuff, as the only reality.  Don’t give me any of this God-nonsense!  
“Humanism” is replacing the religion of faith with the religion of humanity.  
And so, secular humanistic education rejects any notion of God or faith as the starting point of reality and looks solely to man and the natural world.  
And it is built on the belief that man is basically good.  
Educate man and you will remove crime, teenage pregnancy, and poverty.  Give man a chance and he will do the right thing.  
And this philosophy is the philosophy of choice in the state education system.  

Well, vv17-19 paint rather a different picture of unbelieving man.  And I think you will agree that the first century A.D. Gentile culture that Paul describes here sounds remarkably familiar.  

And as we pare down this multi layered description, then, we see that the centre of it is found at the end of v18.  Now, I have put a chart that seeks to show how the phrases of this description relate to one another in the bulletin.  I trust that will help you to understand all this.  

At the end of v18, Paul reveals that Gentile walking is “due to the hardening of their hearts.”  
And for two examples of what hardening of the heart looks like, we can turn to Mark and Matthew.  
In Mark 3 you can read about a man born with a shrivelled hand in the synagogue on the Sabbath.  The Pharisees wanted to see what Jesus would do with him on the Sabbath.  And so, He asked them if it was lawful to good or evil; to kill or save life on the Sabbath?  And then it says, “Deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts, [He] said to the man, "Stretch out your hand."  He stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored.”  
And what was the Pharisee’s reaction to this miraculous, only God could do, healing?  
Mark says, “Then the Pharisees went out and began to plot with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus.”  
That’s what a hard heart looks like.  

Perhaps though, the ultimate illustration of hard hearts is found at the end of Matthew.  You will remember that the body of Jesus was placed in a new tomb, and that the Pharisees and priests, who knew that Jesus had promised to rise again in three days, asked for and were given permission to make “the tomb secure by putting a seal on the stone and posting the guard.”  And then, on the third day, the angel of the Lord comes down, terrifies the guards, and rolls away the stone.  And when they recover, Matthew tells us that the guards “went into the city and reported to the chief priests everything that had happened.”  
And what was the Pharisee’s and priest’s reaction to this miraculous, only God could do, resurrection?  
We read, “When the chief priests had met with the elders and devised a plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money, telling them, "You are to say, 'His disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep.'”  
Despite the evidence, despite what they knew to be the plain and obvious truth, they created a lie to believe in.  
And that, Brothers and Sisters, is what a hard heart looks like. 
 
You know, in Matthew 22, Jesus provides the words that we all know as the greatest commandment: Love the Lord your God with all you heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love your neighbour as yourself.”  
And immediately after that He asked the Pharisees a question.  He said to them, “What do you think about the Christ?”  Essentially, He asked them, “Do you love Me like this?”  
You see congregation, it’s not just a question of belief or knowledge in relation to Jesus.  
The Bible tells us that the demons believe in God, and shudder.  
The Pharisees knew that Jesus was who He claimed to be.  They knew that He had risen from the dead.  But they refused to love Him.  

And Jesus’ question to the Pharisees is the same question that each of us must answer.  
Whether you profess Christianity or not, you know that Jesus Christ is who He claims to be, because God has written that knowledge on your heart.  
The question is Do you love Him?  
And if you do not, it is because you have hardened your heart towards Him.  
You refuse to believe what you know to be true.  
You do not want Him to be the Lord of your life.  You want to walk like a Gentile.

Hardening of the heart leads, then, to ignorance as v18 reveals.  
And we should not think here that ignorance means lack of knowledge or unwitting error.  The Greek word translated here as “ignorance” has in view a stubborn, wilful, determined rejection of the truth.  
It is what is talked about in Romans 1:18, where we are told that unbelievers “suppress the truth by their wickedness.”  

Congregation, I think you will agree with me when I say that never before, in the history of man, has so much knowledge been available.  
In terms of sheer volume, we learn more in a week than some of our forbears learned in a year.  
There are more people with university degrees, per capita, than ever before.  
But all this knowledge is meaningless if one’s heart is hardened to the point of ignorance.  

The one thing that every man woman and child must wrestle with is the guilt of their own sin and its consequences for themselves and for others.  
But there are many “learned” men and women who refuse to acknowledge the reality of sin.  
And yet, despite this denial, John McArthur quotes a very wise university professor who said, “We hide a restless lion under a cardboard box, for while we may use other terms than guilt to describe this turbulence in our souls, the fact remains that all is not right within us.”  

Hardening of the heart leads to ignorance – the stubborn, wilful, determined rejection of the truth.  And this in turn leads to “the futility of their thinking” as v17 refers to.  
People of God, what this phrase reveals is that “Gentile walkers” and Christians think differently.  
And this was reinforced a few months ago when I was reading an online magazine article about the fall from grace of Governor Mark Stanford in the USA.  Governor Stanford was a politician who ran for election on a strongly Christian, family values, platform that most of us would very likely have supported.  And yet, on June 24 of this year, after being caught lying, he was forced to acknowledge a long running affair with another woman.  He also revealed other inappropriate behaviour, explained how he had repented before the Lord and his wife, and resigned from his position as chair of the Republican Governor’s association.  

But what was so interesting about this all too familiar fall from grace of a high profile Christian was the reaction in the mainstream media.  Following his bare-all press conference, mainstream political commentators suggested that had handled this terribly.  If he had announced it differently, at a different time, with a different colour tie, on another channel, and in a different way, he could probably have held on to his job, escaped the public outcry that followed, and maybe even kept the girlfriend.  

Now, Governor Stanford is no angel.  He sinned terribly and did much harm to the name of Christ.  But you see, having sinned, he knew that the only appropriate action was to publicly and fully acknowledge his sin and face the consequences.  He knew that true healing only follows true repentance.  Damage control was not his focus.  

And this illustrates what Paul here refers to as “the futility of their thinking.”  
Public confession of sin makes no sense to “Gentile walkers,” because their thinking is futile, depraved, vain, and devoid of truth.  
No matter how ‘clever’ they are their thinking amounts to nothing of true worth.  

This futility of thinking leads to what v18 describes as being 
“darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God.”  
As 2 Timothy 3:7 has it, they are “always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth.”  Romans 1 lays it out in this way: “For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to Him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened.  22 Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.”  
Spiritual ignorance always leads to idolatry, which is the very definition of “separation from the life of God.”   

Both Rev van Wichen and Elder Paul Davey have preached or read to you a series of sermons from the Book of Judges.  
And if you recall them, or have ever done a careful study of the Book of Judges, you will note there that the whole book deals with two themes in the life of Israel – idolatry and immorality.  
Our earlier reading from chapter 30 reveals this at its very worse – idolatry and immorality. 

And this is because, just as v19 of our text reveals, idolatry always leads to immorality, and immorality is idolatry.  
Delighting in sexual sin is often why people reject or ignore God; they do not want to have Him interfere with their sexual sin.  

And this is exactly what we find here as we see that Gentile walkers “having lost all sensitivity … have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more.”  
Now, we will look a little closer at the subject of immorality in chapter 5, God willing.  Suffice it to say for now that at the heart of life in Ephesus was the temple of Diana.  Diana was, supposedly, the goddess of fertility.  And because of this, prostitution, in relation to temple service and way more besides, was rampant.  Ephesus was a hotbed for sexual immorality.  And so, when Paul wrote to the church in Ephesus, he wrote to Christians living in a sex-saturated society.  

And people ask if the Bible is relevant for today!
Well, as I said, we will address this in more detail when we get to chapter 5.  Paul’s intent here is to describe what is rather than to provide instruction about what should be.  
The major difference though, between the Gentile walking of the first century AD and the Gentile walking of 2009 is that we do not have to go out there to see it in action.  
Whether it is daytime advertisements for certain stores in downtown Christchurch on almost any radio station, or much much worse, because of modern means of communication, this sort of degraded sensuality can be seen in our homes.  
We have taken the saturation of sex to a whole new and wicked level.

Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, the command of the Holy Spirit here is that “you must no longer live as the Gentiles do.”

If you claim the name of Christ, your life ought to be different than the life of unbelievers.  
You should be increasingly disgusted by sensuality and impurity.
Your heart should be filled with Love for Jesus Christ.  
Your sin should fill you with sorrow for what it meant for the Lord Jesus Christ.  
Your thinking should be growing more and more aligned to the command of Jesus Christ.  
And you should be drawing closer and closer to God through Jesus Christ.
Is this an accurate description of your life?

If it is not: if you have heard this description of Gentile walking, and see your life written clearly in these verses, then hear the Word of the Lord:  “If you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.”  
My friend, Christian walking starts with heart change.

And yet, it may also be that your heart does belong to Jesus and you are still troubled by this description of Gentile walking because of the sin in your life that it reveals.  
Well, a woman living a life of immorality was once brought to Jesus.  
His words to her were not words of condemnation, but words of grace.  
And His final words to her are His words to you today: “Go now and leave your life of sin.”  

Do not be a Gentile walker!  Be a Christian walker – “let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith.”

And all God’s people said: “Amen!”





