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Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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Sermon Title: ‘Time to get changed’
Bible Reference: Ephesians 4:17-24
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   

 “It’s time to get Changed” - Ephesians 4:17-24 (#14)
In the opening verses of the 4th chapter of Ephesians, the apostle has been dealing with the nature of the church and the part each Christian has to play in its operation and its growth. Though each is different we are to work to keep the unity. Unity is the key theme!

In v17 the teaching shifts away from our relationship with each other towards our relationship with the ‘world’ and society around us. The big idea for much of the rest of the book is how, as God’s people and new community, we are to be different to the society around us. ‘You must no longer live as the Gentiles live’. Gentiles refers to anyone who is doesn’t follow the teaching of Jesus. "You Christians" he says, "must no longer live as they do. You’ve been saved; by grace and the mercy of God, you’ve been included in his family and become part of His New Community – and as a result there must be a change in behaviour and attitudes so that you are noticeably and markedly different for those around”. 

So from unity the emphasis shifts to the importance of Purity! This picks up the idea Paul mentioned right at the beginning of the letter – 1:4. We need to understand that Purity is as indispensable a characteristic of the New Community as Unity. Note the force of v17 “I insist on it in the Lord”. This is not just a man talking, this isn’t just a piece of good advice, this is a command from the Lord.

Now at this point we would probably launch into a list of do’s and don’ts of behaviour. But Paul doesn’t do that! Rather, like he always does, he wants us to understand the reasons why we must be different, and v18-24 are an essential explanation of why this difference is so important. 

Very important lesson here: I want you to notice the emphasis that Paul put’s on thinking, on the mind. He doesn’t go straight to application, he sets out the reasons – he wants us to base our behaviour on thinking. And notice how in the verses his description of the ‘Gentiles’ starts, not with what they do, but why they do what they do and think how they think. 

Notice that their problem starts with the futility of their ‘thinking’, they are darkened in their ‘understanding’, they are ‘ignorant’ – all these refer to the mind. The problem starts not with behaviour but with wrong thinking. The problem with these people is not sins – but the sin inside. 
And of course it’s still the same! Until the problem of sin is dealt with and peoples thinking gets right then nothing is going to change. So the greatest need – now as then – is for people to be set free by Jesus to think properly. The greatest need today is the good news of Jesus! 
So if we are to be different from ‘the world’ the place for us to start is with our thinking. We’ve got to think differently than the world does. I really want to emphasis this – Christians, of all people, must be thinking people! I’m always happy when a Christian asks ‘Why’ – it shows they are thinking!

So let’s ask the question – ‘What/how does the person outside of Jesus, your average unbeliever think?’ Best way is to look at the words Paul uses to describe them, and what we see here is a brilliant expose of why the world today is as it is, and why people live and do what they do. (Remember this is a generalisation!)

a. Characterised by ‘futility’ in their thinking – v17
The word for futility, in the original Greek, means "devoid of purpose". This is how God characterises the way people think – they live and think without ultimate purpose. And it’s as true today as it was in Paul’s day! People living without purpose, apart to survive and make the next day. No big idea, no real purpose. They are born, they live and they die – that’s it. So live for the moment! Eat, drink, be merry, for tomorrow we die! 
That’s so sad for us as people who God made to be the pinnacle of his creation. We were made for much more than that which is why to follow Jesus is so different! There is reason, purpose and hope; there is something to live for now and for eternity. Life does have value and meaning. So at this very basic level we see how different the follower of Jesus is to others around. But why is there this characteristic of purposelessness? In v18-19 God’s word shows us why there is this futility of think.

b. They are ‘darkened in their understanding’ – v18. There’s cause and effect here. Cut off from God, estranged from Him our understanding is always in shadow, cannot see clearly. Our understanding ‘Obscured’ – lit Gk. Sin has caused a spiritual cataract to cover the eye of understanding, stopping them from seeing/thinking clearly. Ap Paul described his own conversion in just that way - ‘scales falling from his eyes’. 
People without God cannot think right and as a result  they live in Ignorance (v18) about spiritual things, and the reality of the real nature of things. Again we see this all around us; our society, and indeed around the world, is just so ignorant – so ignorant that they will believe anything – however implausible and unlikely. Satan, the father of lies has a heyday spreading his lies! But there’s something terrible combined with this ignorance - :

c. Their hearts are hard – v18: lit - ‘calloused’. This hardness, this calloused heart means that they stay in ignorance. You just can’t get through to them. They read the Bible and it’s water of a ducks back – they just don’t get it! 

They get an outer covering, and the tragedy is that as time progresses it just gets worse. Have you noticed how so few older people get saved? Oh they’ll often say that they have grown out of the need to believe, or they have grown cynical through life experiences, that they know better now or whatever. But in reality this is just the symptom of what God is teaching in these verses – the ignorance and blindness of their heart. It’s not enlightenment, it is hardened ignorance. Now, there’s one more thing

d. A hard heart is an insensitive heart – v19. You scratch a callous, a piece of hard skin and you don’t feel it. Nerves that should send signals are not there. 

And so it is with the person who hasn’t been spiritually awakened and saved by Jesus; there is an insensitivity to God - with the result they think only of themselves and what gives them pleasure - they ‘give themselves over to sensuality and to indulge in every kind of impurity with a continual longing for more’. It’s giving over to feelings and emotions, to what makes me ‘feel’ good, it’s everything that titillates the sense – food, sex, feelings of happiness, even, dare we say it, helping others, etc, etc. And yet, never being satisfied and wanting/desiring more (‘continual lust for more’)

That was the general cultural norm in Paul’s day – Sound familiar!!! Some things never change do they! For sure, not everyone is as bad as they can be but it would be hard to argue that our culture is not characterised by indulgence and excess, lack of self control, a focus on ‘me’, a lack of restraint where people just do what they want if it makes them feel good for a few minutes of hours. 

This way of thinking, these attitudes are characteristic of the person without Jesus.

We all used to be like that – to one degree or another! Thank God if he saved, especially if he did it before you’d fallen into that self indulgent, self destructive lifestyle. For make no mistake it’s what happens - though Satan is often so subtle that he keeps many with a sense of respectability so they resist such a description! ‘I’m not like that’. No you might not be sexually immoral, you may in fact be a kind, thoughtful, very respected person, but your heart can still be hard and resistant to demands/claims of Jesus!! 

If that’s you, then I’ve good news – God can change you. He did it in Ephesus and he’s done it for us; He can soften and heal the hardest heart, forgive the most damaged past and bring light to the darkest mind. The fact that you are here today gives me reason to think that, even though you don’t realise it yet, he has started that work in you to! 

Xian, do you start to see now why as God’s child it is completely inappropriate for you to continue to live with the same attitudes and with the same actions and the same sort of language as your unbelieving friends?

To live a life that is characterised by selfish indulgence, by seeking what titillates your senses or that revels in revenge makes a mockery of all that God has done for you. That may have been how you lived before – but as a follower of Jesus you have to put off those old ways of thinking and living because you are a new creature; you have a new heart, a renewed mind and so it is only natural that you start to live differently
Put off the old and put on the new, v22-24 says Paul – and insists on it! Simply not an option. OK – let’s pray. Let’s be real with God and confess and ask his help to cooperate with him in this life change. 
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