Eph 4:17-24 LEFT BEHIND 1/31/10

Introduction:

A.

Illus.: | began this series in Ephesians last Sept. by reminding you of the Beverly Hillbillies. You
remember them, right? “The poor mountaineer, barely kept his family fed,” from the backwoods of
Tennessee who strike oil and move to a mansion in “Beverly... Hills, that is. Swimmin’ pools, movie
stars.” They’d become fabulously wealthy, but they still lived like the hillbillies they were. Shootin’
squirrels, applying frontier justice, dressing in raggedy old clothes, sittin” by the cee-ment pond instead
of ever swimming in it. Granny always had her shotgun and weird home remedies. The comedy was
always based on the idea that, despite their wealth and surroundings, they never stopped thinking
like poor, ignorant hillbillies.

Sometimes, that is the story of our lives as Christians. Here we are, born again into unimaginable
spiritual wealth. Ephesians has taught us that we’ve been “blessed us in the heavenly realms with every
spiritual blessing in Christ,” and Christ has “lavished the riches of God’s grace on us with all wisdom and
understanding.” He’s made us spiritual bluebloods. Once no account spiritual hillbillies, we have born
again as children of the King.

So why in the world do we sometimes find ourselves living like spiritual hillbillies again—ignorant,
trigger-happy, ragged? Why do our words poison and bite? Why the shotgun anger spraying all over
the place? We do we look at such filthy stuff? Why are we so hard on people?

For months now, we’ve been learning from Ephesians how rich we are, and next week we begin to look
at verses that tell us how such rich people are supposed to behave. Remember how Eph 4:1 says that
we should “live a life worthy of the calling [we] have received”? But there’s that disconnect when rich
Christians live like hillbillies.

The Beverly Hillbillies needed a transfusion of blue blood. And so do we. If we Christians are to live like
the rich people Christ has made us, we need a miracle makeover. Look at Eph 4:17-19...

I.  SINCE CHRIST HAS MADE US NEW, WE MUST NOT BACKSLIDE (4:17-19)
A. Without Christ we were caught in a deadly downward slide. V.17-18... You can see the progression in

these verses. The starting point is described at the end of v.18, “due to the hardening of their hearts.”

1. The lost life starts with a heart hard toward God. The heart—the soul—is the point of connection
between God and man, and, thanks to Adam, we were born with a profound suspicion of God, an
uneasiness in his presence. And with good reason—because while God loves us, he is the only one
of the two of us who gets to be God. We like having someone to pray to well enough and we’re all
in favor of religion, but we don’t like the bowing part, the serving part, the “whatever-you-say-
Lord” part. So we don’t listen to God, we don’t respond to him. We keep our distance and we let
our heart calcify. When God seeks to love us or speak his truth to us, he is met with a heart gone
stony.

2. The hard heart leads to a mind that can’t think straight about what is matters most: “in the futility
of their thinking, darkened in their understanding.” |llus.: Sometimes at Einsteins one of my
unchurched friends will ask me what I’'m going to preach about. “So you gonna talk about Obama
on Sunday?” a guy asked me. But I've noticed that when | try to explain in a sentence or two what
I’'m going to preach on, it is like I'm talking a foreign language to them; | can say, “Well, I’'m going to
talk about how Christ has made us new people and now we can live a holy life,” but they hear
Jabberwocky:

'Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe; [Lewis carroll]




B.

Very smart people can be as dull as timber when it comes to biblical truth. It isn’t too abstract or
too difficult. It is that they are “darkened in their understanding” by a heart dull to God. What a
tragedy! That a person can no longer hear God speaking!

3. Hard hearts and darkened minds lead to dead souls — “separated from the life of God.” That’s a soul
gone dead. A soul separated from God is like a fish out of water. It cannot breathe. That deep inner
heart of the person draws no life, no breath, no truth from God and slowly gasps to death. They
can no longer even try to connect with God, unless God himself intervenes for them.

4. V.19... All that is left is to try to feel something—anything—at any cost. That is called sensuality—
living for what you can feel. With a heart hard toward God, a person’s conscience dulls. The first
phrase, “having lost all sensitivity,” literally means, “having lost the capacity to feel remorse,” or as
Bishop Moule put it, “having got beyond the pain,” meaning the pain of a guilty conscience. The
heart, stony and impenetrable, cut off from God’s life and love, wants to feel something—anything!
So if our hearts can feel nothing, we resort to feeding our senses—sight, touch, taste, hearing,
smell—anything. And that insatiable pursuit becomes our inward slavery. Alexander Maclaren
observed that “whoever takes it for his law to do as he likes will not for long like what he does.” He
also said, “Every day that a bad man lives he is a worse man.”

So how do Christians, as rich as kings, end up back in such soul-numbing sin? | think it happens most

often when we want to feel something without bothering with the Lord. We grow careless about this

relationship we have with the Lord, and just want a feel-good shortcut so we go for the quick fix of
spending money or pornography, working night and day, or exercising like Olympians, or vegging in
front of the TV, or drinking, eating... feeding our insatiable senses. And when we backslide into sin, we
not only feel guilt over what we’ve done, but we also feel the return of the sluggish heart and the
muddled mind. In satisfying our physical senses, we lose the acuity of our spiritual senses. Illus.:

Here’s what one Christian wrote about a time like that: “Lord, | am empty, drifting, unable to steer. |

keep thinking of all I’'m missing—in being able to influence and grace people | meet; in a spiritual

energy and desire. | miss loving Jesus. I’'m afraid of what I’'m becoming.” You know that feeling, | think.

So Paul began v.17 in the strongest way he knew how on paper: “So | tell you this, and insist on it in the

Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do.” Don’t go back. Hillbilly Christianity is not funny.

The disconnect between our rich blessings in Christ and a is tragic and painful.

Now Paul brings us back to center in v.20: “You, however, did not come to know Christ that way.” In other
words, if you know Christ now, it wasn’t because you found him on that dark path!
Il. IF WE’RE GOING TO LIVE LIKE CHRISTIANS, REMEMBER WHAT WE LEARNED IN CHRIST KINDERGARTEN (4:20-24)

A.

Illus.: Remember that book, All | Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten? Advice like, “share
everything,” “don’t hit people,” and “take a nap every afternoon.” Here, Paul takes us back to Christian
kindergarten. In vv.20-21 there are three rather strange sounding phrases, all having to do with our
early training as Christians... V.20 says literally, “You did not learn Christ that way.” V.21 begins, not
“vou heard of him,” but literally, “you heard him.” Then v.21 says, “you were taught in him.” In the
early days of our faith we “learned Christ” by being with him, the way two new friends learn each
other. We also “heard him”—he was the real teacher behind those folks who disciple you when you
were new in the faith. And we were “taught in him”—we learned how our faith works from the inside
out, almost as if we were in Jesus’ skin.

Do you remember what we learned in those early kindergarten days with Christ? Christ taught us how
to be entirely new people—how to be “born again.” C. S. Lewis explained it this way: The Christian is in
a different position from other people who are trying to be good. They hope, by being good, to please
God if there is one... But the Christian thinks any good he does comes from the Christ-life inside him. He
does not think God will love us because we are good, but that God will make us good because He loves
us.” In our kindergarten days we learned three steps:
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1. Step one (v.22): “To put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires.” This is
what we did when we repented of our sins. That old self, described in the verses above, was
gradually being eaten away, the way a virus corrupts one file after another on your computer. So
we turned our back on it; we disowned that old self, like rotting clothes. In one sense, this was a
once-and-for-all deal when we put our faith in Christ. But there’s another sense in which every
Christian must keep doing this because the old self has a way of wrapping itself around us again
and again. Look at v.25, “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood...” lllus.: You know how
when you open a new CD, for example, and you throw away the cellophane wrapper? But then,
there it is again, just a little piece maybe, sticking to the back of your hand. Our old self is kind of
like that, and we have to keep putting it off.

2. Step two: “To be made new in the attitude of your minds.” Does that remind you of the phrase
from Rom. 12:2, “be transformed by the renewing of your minds”? We learned back in Christian
kindergarten that this is something God does for us— “be made new.” “Be transformed.” God
makes our minds new by restoring the relationship we’d lost with him. Remember those phrases
we saw earlier: “futility of their thinking” and “darkened in their understanding.” When Jesus
restores our relationship with God and then puts his own Holy Spirit within us, we can think again;
we can see life with God in the frame. We're given re-created minds like Jesus’ own mind, clear and
clean. We sharpen our new minds when we read, hear and consider Scripture; when we pray
thoughtfully, when we worship. lllus.: Remember the woman who prayed, “Dear God, so far today,
I have done all right. | have not gossiped, and | have not lost my temper. | have not been grumpy,
nasty, or selfish, and | am glad of it! But in a few minutes, Lord, | am going to get out of bed, and
from then on, | am probably going to need some help. Thank you. Amen.”"

3. Step three: “To put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.” Did
you ever try to reinvent yourself? Well, that is what God does for us. He created a new self for you,
and he modeled your new self after himself. But we must “put on the new self.” We did that for the
first time when we were saved. You may remember the feeling of the new self. It was like you had
been washed, like you were dressed for a wedding. And that new self had a kind of holy power to
be good as you had never been good before, to think as a good person, to be wise and grace-giving
and it was like you had spiritual muscles and treasure to help you.

The grammar here indicates that we must keep putting on the new self. It is always an act of

faith. God makes the new self; we pray to put it on: “Lord, in what I’m facing help me to be like

Jesus. | give you the old way I’d do things. Please give me the new mind | need here—the way a

Christian should think. | will put on the person that you have created me to be.”
Illlus.: There’s a scene in C. S. Lewis’s The Voyage of the Dawntreader, where Eustace, the very selfish boy
you love to hate, finds himself in a dragon’s cave with a huge treasure chest, and while he’s thinking about
how he can keep all that treasure for himself he falls asleep. When he wakes up, he finds he has turned
into a dragon himself—all tough, scaly skin. He tries to scrape it off, but there’s always another layer. Then
Aslan comes to him and he said, “You will have to let me undress you.” Eustace told his friends later, “/
was dafraid of his claws, | can tell you, but | was pretty nearly desperate now. So | just lay flat down on my
back to let him do it.

The very first tear he made was so deep that | thought it had gone right into my heart. And when he
began pulling the skin off, it hurt worse than anything I've ever felt... And there was | as smooth and soft as
a peeled switch and smaller than | had been. Then he caught hold of me - | didn't like that much for | was
very tender underneath now that I'd no skin on - and threw me into the water. It smarted like anything but
only for a moment. After that it became perfectly delicious and as soon as | started swimming and
splashing ... And then | saw why. I'd turned into a boy again... After a bit the lion took me out and dressed
me ... in new clothes—the same I've got on now...”




Paul wrote in 2 Cor. 5:17, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has
come!”

Conclusion:

So if we’re going to act like the spiritually wealthy people Christ has made us to be, we don’t have to just
go out and try real hard to be good. We don’t have to try to pretend to be what we’re not. But we do need to
remember these basic steps that we learned in Christ kindergarten:

1. Put off your old self. Your desires will corrupt you through and through

2. Be made new in your mind. God will do that for you, through the Bible, prayer, fellowship and worship

3. Put on the new self. There is a new holy and righteous you, resembling God himself more than anyone
else. And you put on that new self daily, like life-giving clothes.

" Mere Christianity, bk II, chap 5, para. 5, p64; lllus #4125
"lllus. #2127



