Ephesians Chapter 4

(PRAY) & (CLICK)

Last week we covered:

· A list of seven dispensations that segment periods in the Bible timeline.
· The mystery that God, through Jesus, is creating a united church consisting of both Jews and Gentiles.
· We have boldness and access to God through Christ.
· We’re reminded of the width and length and depth and height of God’s love for us.
· God is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think

There’s a wise mindset when you see the word “therefore” in the Scriptures. When you see that word, the question to ask is “What is it there for?” This is the second word in verse one, so as we continue into chapter 4, Paul shifts the focus from what all that God has done for us to what is a reasonable response to Him in light of receiving all these incredible blessings. This is the proper and most fruitful order of growth for the believer. 

Too many new believers are thrown right into service without first fully appreciating what God has provided them as a believer. Why is this important? I’m glad you asked. Without having a deep appreciation for all that God has done for the believer, the motivation to serve Him can become a works-based, need-to-earn God’s favor mindset. The problem with that is now you are relying on your own efforts to improve the quality of your relationship with the LORD. 

This approach leads to an unknowable and immeasurable “gray area” for how much you need to do to please God - or to gain more favor from Him. In other words, how much of what you do is going to be “enough” to get you right with God? The foundation of this mind-set sidesteps the real issue that causes separation from God and man. That real issue is sin. God is holy and righteous, so to be permitted in His presence, we must be holy and righteous. The Bible has a vivid picture of our efforts to be righteous? Isaiah tells us, (CLICK) “But we are all like an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are like filthy rags;” (Isaiah 64:6) Therefore, you can see the problem that arises when we start relying on our own efforts to be right with God.

Over the next 3 chapters, we’re going to hear Paul tell us four ways to walk. They are: (CLICK)

· Walk in unity
· Walk in purity
· Walk in harmony
· Walk in victory

For those of you who have children or grandchildren, you likely will remember the time from their birth to just before they start walking. They go from being blobs of helplessness, to turning over, to crawling, to sitting up, and then starting to stand up all wobbly and then falling down. That’s the process they must go through to have the best chance to walk right. That is what we just went through in the first three chapters. Some Bible scholars equate these chapters as the “sitting phase” of the believer. Before we start walking, we’re first to sit and listen, learn, and internalize these fundamental and joyous truths of Gods’ provisions of love, grace, and blessings. As one more reminder, these truths include: (CLICK)

· Receive the forgiveness of a lifetime of our sins; 
· Be reconciled to God as born-again new creations as if we’re transported back to our original design before sin entered the world;
· Be given every spiritual blessing; and
· Be given the Holy Spirit for the purpose of leading us into spiritual maturity and empowerment.

When understanding that all of this that Jesus has done, we should at least begin to be humbled and overwhelmed. We can then surrender our filthy rags-like efforts to please God because Jesus has already accomplished all that was what was required by the Father for us to be reconciled to Him. God can’t love us any more than He already does. Christ’s resurrection was the Father’s stamp of approval and agreement with the Son’s last words on the cross, “It is finished.” 

Our efforts to serve God no longer need to be out of striving - we already have everything God has to offer. Now our efforts to serve the LORD come from a deeper, more meaningful, less stressful, and sustainable motivation – love and gratitude. We understand that we only love God because He first loved us. We internalize the monumental outpouring of His love and blessings, so we end up in a place where our efforts are simply expressions of saying “Thank you, Jesus.” 

I’m convinced that if churches would take the time to emphasize all that God has done for believers, they would end up with people who are more committed to and thankful for the opportunity to serve. As the Holy Spirit convicts them and teaches them how enormous and valuable these blessings of love are, they will be able to recognize that there’s a reasonable and deserving response to all that God has done. This is where we find Paul in verse one.

(CLICK)

1 I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to walk worthy of the calling with which you were called, 

Just as he opened chapter three, Paul calls himself a prisoner of the Lord. As a reminder, his incarceration is an act of his will. The Apostle Paul, perhaps more than anyone who has ever lived since Jesus, fully received all that the Lord had done for him, so coming from a place of humility and appreciation, he became the primary author of the New Testament as well as the founder of countless churches. Yes, he was a highly trained Old Testament scholar, but he understood more than most that what he was able to do and write was 100% due to the grace of God through the Holy Spirit.

The word, beseech can be replaced with words like beg or implore. You can feel the passion in this plea for us to walk worthy of the calling which you were called. Because we are living witnesses of Jesus to an unbelieving world, then we must make a consistent and best effort to live like Jesus. What does that look like? Let’s go to verses 2 & 3.

(CLICK)

2 with all lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, bearing with one another in love, 

3 endeavoring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 

Jesus said in Matthew 11:29, (CLICK) “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.” Paul’s exhortation for us to walk worthy of the calling which we were called is to live like Jesus – in gentleness and lowliness of heart. What does this look like? For me it is an abandonment of pride and self-importance. With Jehovah Jireh, which means the LORD will provide, I can rest in His provision, and that frees up my mind and heart to be available to help with the needs of those He brings into my life.

Paul goes from lowliness and gentleness to longsuffering, bearing with one another in love. What does this mean? A commitment to patient loving. This kind of love is agape love – God’s love. Look at the first three words in Paul’s description of what agape love looks like in 1 Corinthians 13:4: “Love is patient.” You might think you can’t love like this. On your own, you’re right, you cannot. However, you have the Holy Spirit living in you, and He will, if you are willing to surrender to Him, give you the both the desire and power to love like this.

Why is loving like God important? Paul points out the fruit of loving like God – it brings unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. If we are patiently and sacrificially loving those God has brought into our lives, in time, that will bring unity. When Paul says, “Love never fails” as his conclusion to the description of agape love in 1 Corinthians 13, he means that for the person who is willing to fully receive God’s love, it tears down the walls around his/her heart. 

God’s love is a safe love because it never leaves you nor abandons you. We may not understand it all the time, but Christ crucified is a constant reminder to each of us of the LORD’s commitment to love us no matter what. When we fully receive God’s love, we can surrender our will because the love packaged in God’s will far exceeds the love in our will. This allows us to be united in Him and with our fellow believers. This unity in the Spirit brings a powerful bond of peace.

(CLICK)

4 There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called in one hope of your calling; 

5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 

6 one God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all.

Sadly, with all the different denominations and even within denominations, there is this dis-unifying mindset of amongst churches that they have the right way to provide a place to love, worship, and serve God. There’s nothing wrong with the various denominations within the church as long as they agree on the central truth that for one to be saved from their sins and be reconciled to God, the only way to do this is to confess Jesus is the Son of God, died for our sins, was resurrected, and will return again – hopefully very soon. 

God has allowed these denominations and approaches to Him because He knows we’re fickle. Some like loud contemporary Christian music while some like choirs and hymns. Some like big, impressive venues while others like simpler ones. The variety is fine as long as the subject matter is the same – the one Lord – Jesus. As for baptism, there is only one baptism – and that is into Jesus. A baptism into a church or denomination is not a baptism because a church can’t save you. Only Jesus can save you. 

(CLICK)

7 But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Christ’s gift. 

8 Therefore He says: “When He ascended on high, He led captivity captive and gave gifts to men.”

Paul builds a foundation of unity in verse 4-6. With verse 7, he starts to build upon this foundation a healthy church body with the acknowledgement that each of us – no exceptions – grace has been given according to the measure of Christ’s gift. As if the gift of salvation and faith wasn’t enough, Jesus gives each believer the gift of a piece of Himself. Before Paul gets into what these various spiritual gifts are, he alludes to the completion of Jesus redemptive work – after He died. 

(CLICK) 

9 (Now this, “He ascended”—what does it mean but that He also first descended into the lower parts of the earth? 

10 He who descended is also the One who ascended far above all the heavens, that He might fill all things.)

Jesus said in (CLICK) Matthew 12:40, “For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.” The Lord also gave us a visual of what Hades was prior to His arrival in (CLICK) Luke 16:26, “And besides all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed, so that those who want to pass from here to you cannot, nor can those from there pass to us.” Hades was a place that all Old Testament people went to upon their deaths. It was divided into two compartments: 
(CLICK)

1. One side was a place of comfort – described at being at the place of Abraham’s bosom.
2. The other side was a place of torment – a place of extreme heat.

Jesus pointed out that there was no way to go from one compartment to the other. This dispels the idea that some faiths believe you can alter a dead person’s eternal destination. There’s no sealing an unbelieving dead person’s spirit to a believing live person’s spirit.

The side at Abraham’s bosom are those people who believed in God and His promises to their death, but they did not see the promise of the Messiah in their lifetimes. Peter would tell us in the third chapter verse 19 of his first epistle, “by whom also He went and preached to the spirits in prison.” After being buried, Jesus descended into Hades and preached the good news to the faithful Old Testament souls, and He led them up to heaven with Him. Matthew 27:52-53 gives us a picture of this, (CLICK) “and the graves were opened; and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised; and coming out of the graves after His resurrection, they went into the holy city and appeared to many.” I’ve thought many times who of the Old Testament faithful I look forward to meeting when I join them in heaven. 

(CLICK)

11 And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, 

12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ, 

This list of gifts Paul provides is really more of a list of job titles than it is a list of gifts. Furthermore, the list is incomplete. The complete list of gifts of the spirit can be found in (CLICK) 1 Corinthians 12-14, Romans 12:6-8, and 1 Peter 4:10-11. I do want to clarify what a New Testament prophet is. Old Testament prophets spoke and wrote about future events – largely related to the coming of Jesus as the Messiah. A New Testament prophet is a guiding ministry and refers to those who speak the Word of the Lord in the Spirit. 

The gift of being a prophet is an extremely powerful ministry as you see the working of God via using His Word. He knows the spiritual needs of each of us, and He uses prophets to encourage us in His Word. I’ve been on both the delivering and receiving end of prophecy. When I’ve prayed for someone out loud, I’ve had people ask me how I knew what they needed to hear. I had no idea that I was offering that – I was just praying as I felt led. 

Conversely, Vickie and I were on the receiving end of a prophetic word from God at a time when we desperately needed it. We were going through a very difficult period when things were falling apart around us at warp speed. It became so frequent that I, wrongly, developed the phrase of, “When is the next shoe going to drop?” We were at a church when someone came up to pray for us, and he prayed something like, “Lord, let there be no more shoes to drop.” He then backed that up with Scripture. This was over 15 years ago, so that should tell you how powerful and meaningful the gift of being a prophet can be.

All of these various gifts have one thing in common – they have a primary purpose, “for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ.” Jon Courson suggests there are three primary functions of a church: (CLICK)

· To exalt God.
· To edify, or build up, His people.
· To evangelize the unsaved.

Counter to the over-zealous but good-hearted leaders of many churches, each person is not expected to do all three of these. The first function, though, is for everyone. We are to exalt God by how we live and love others. Each of us is being formed into the image of Jesus, so we should be reflecting Him in how we conduct ourselves. If people are seeing Jesus in us, then God is being exalted.

As for the edifying and evangelizing functions, each of you have been given at least one gift to contribute to either edifying or evangelizing. At the moment, I do not feel called to be an evangelist. I sense my gifting is more for teaching. Could that change in time? That’s up to God. My point is you may be asked to do something that God did not give you the gift to do. It’s wise to decline those requests God will only ask you to serve Him with the gift, or gifts, He has given you. 

If you’re not sure if you’ve been given the gift to edify or evangelize, you should try out doing something for each function. I believe God will confirm with you which is your gifting based on the level of satisfaction/enjoyment you get from your efforts. Too many Christians have this completely misguided fear and mistrust in the Lord that should they seek a deeper walk with Him; He’s going to make them do something they hate. Listen to what Jesus says the truth is in (CLICK) Matthew 7:11, “If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask Him!” God loves you and only wants the best for you. Take peace in that.

(CLICK)

13 till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ; 

Look how Paul connects the unity of faith and the knowledge of the Son of God. The beauty and wonder of our faith is despite all our differences – culturally, experientially, and educationally – there is one thing – one God we can all agree upon – Jesus Christ. He is the unifying force among the believers. 

Some of you might remember there was a huge movement back in the 90s called “Promise Keepers.” It was a movement of Christian men committing to be promise keepers to their wives, children, friends, co-workers, and everyone else. They would hold events at huge stadiums to encourage the men. I had the privilege of attending one at the Coliseum. The place was packed – full of men of all ages, races, and backgrounds. There was such a unity and energy from that unity in Christ that, frankly, I’ve never experienced since then. It was awesome.

(CLICK)

14 that we should no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting, 

15 but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head—Christ— 

16 from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love.

There is, in my mind, a deeply disturbing trend among most churches today. This trend is the relentless push to attract more people to church. Now you may think I’ve lost it, and perhaps I have. Please allow me to explain, and I’ll start with a visual. Let’s say you want to join the military. When you go to the recruiting office, they give you their pitch, you like what you hear, and you sign the papers. 

Upon that signature, you are an active member of that armed force. Suddenly, they put you on a plane immediately and drop you into the middle of an active battlefield. Does that make any sense? At a minimum, when doing this, you are putting your life at serious risk. You’re also likely putting other’s lives at risk because you are not trained for battle. This is the image I have of seeker-friendly churches. They recruit people, try to get them to become believers, but they offer no training via Bible teaching to prepare them for the inevitable spiritual warfare. 

Paul is speaking in these verses about spiritual maturity – about spiritual formation. With so many churches using whatever gimmicks they can cook up to get people to come to church, the lie behind these efforts is that if you’re going to use secular methods to put people in the seats, then you’re going to have to keep using secular efforts to keep them in the seats. Church leaders have fallen into the trap that the only way to measure their success is by how many people are coming to church. That is not what a church is meant to do. Let’s go back to Jon Courson’s three primary functions of a church: (CLICK)

· To exalt God.
· To edify, or build up, His people.
· To evangelize the unsaved.

Today’s church efforts have gravitated towards the entertainment factor – is this a place we can have fun and feel good about ourselves. That is not Biblical. Getting back to my example of joining the military and being dropped in a battlefield, Paul points out that the spirit battlefield has an enemy that includes the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting. Without being rooted in the truth, the Word of God, new believers are sitting ducks to be fooled and talked into false doctrines and cults. 

Coming to church to eat popcorn and watch a movie is not preparing someone for battle. If we only knew, or could see, the spiritual warfare around us. The enemy’s chief weapon is deception and fear. For the well-trained believer, we have a greater weaponry. We have the truth which is the Word of God, and we have God’s unfailing perfect love, which casts out all fear. Paul describes the untrained believer as being children who are tossed to and fro with deception-based winds. One of the great wonders of knowing the truth is you can then recognize the lies. You can then stand on a firm foundation – the rock that is Christ.

(CLICK)

17 This I say, therefore, and testify in the Lord, that you should no longer walk as the rest of the Gentiles walk, in the futility of their mind, 

18 having their understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart; 

19 who, being past feeling, have given themselves over to lewdness, to work all uncleanness with greediness.

In these verses, Paul starts to paint a contrasting picture – kind of a before and after visual. The “before” is the unbelieving Gentile. He offers an honest and unflattering list of components of this before picture: (CLICK)

· Walking with futility of the mind. Other versions use the word “vanity” in place of futility. I like the combination of both. For the person who is living like this is so self-obsessed, as I noted last week with Solomon’s conclusion of living like this, the end game of vanity is futility – meaninglessness.
· Their understanding darkened – being alienated from the life of God. Jesus said in John 3:19, “And this is the condemnation, that the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.” Jesus was the Light of the World, so a life without Jesus, by definition, means a life of darkness. You cannot know what you cannot, or perhaps choose not to, see.
· The unbelieving gentile is ignorant and blind of heart.
· The long-term consequences of living like this leaves to a life void of feeling, which gives way to an unrestrained, slave-like flesh serving of lewdness, uncleanness, and greediness. I’m in agreement with Chuck Smith’s simplistic assessment of a human being’s motivation being narrowed down to two alternatives: one motivation is to live life from a place of love, while the other motivation is that of greed. That is the perfect description of our insatiable flesh – greed. John D. Rockefeller, America’s first billionaire and one of the richest men in history was asked how much money was enough. His answer? “Just a little bit more.” 

(CLICK)

20 But you have not so learned Christ, 

21 if indeed you have heard Him and have been taught by Him, as the truth is in Jesus: 

22 that you put off, concerning your former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts, 

23 and be renewed in the spirit of your mind, 

24 and that you put on the new man which was created according to God, in true righteousness and holiness.

Paul now shifts to painting the other side of the contrasting picture – the “after” picture. What does he mean by “you have not so learned Christ?” The key word is “learned.” This word implies at least some level of commitment of intimacy to get to know Jesus through His Word, through worship, and through learning from mature believers. Paul, again, points out a foundational point of Jesus – the truth is in Him. He said in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” 

As a result of all that we have learned of what God has provided us in chapters 1-3 and what we learn about His character through His Son, a reasonable response of gratitude is to put off those things that were separating us from Him. We come to the place where whatever pleasures we were getting from living according to the endless demands of our flesh, we find there is a greater and complete satisfaction and contentment in Christ. Consequently, in recognition of the better life in Christ, we, from a place of gratitude, repent from our corrupt old ways. By God’s grace He makes us a new creation in Christ. We are born again into this new creation which was created according to God, in true righteousness and holiness.

Paul now begins to get more specific regarding what our true righteousness and holiness looks like.
(CLICK) 

25 Therefore, putting away lying, “Let each one of you speak truth with his neighbor,” for we are members of one another. 

Lying has no place in the believer’s life. Since Jesus is the truth, and we’re being made into His image – this is the sanctification process I talked about in an earlier teaching - then we should be truthful people. I’ve found that it is impossible to be truthful with others if you’re not being truthful with yourself. What does that mean? You have to own who you are and who you are not. If we have built up a false image of ourselves, we cannot be real within anyone. They say the truth hurts. Well, it only hurts if you’re not living in the truth. Coming to grips with the truth of who you are may be painful, but Jesus makes a glorious promise about the truth, “It will set you free.”

(CLICK)

26 “Be angry, and do not sin”: do not let the sun go down on your wrath, 

27 nor give place to the devil. 

There is an acceptable anger – that is an anger coming from a place of righteousness. Jesus got angry with the money changers and the Pharisees who condemned Him for healing a man on the Sabbath. It’s good to have a righteous anger against unrighteousness. However, anger apart from righteousness, which is usually coming from a place of offense, hurt, or fear, can lead to corrosive emotions on your soul and spirit. Going to bed angry leads to not a great night of sleep. It gives the devil a place to feed his lies which will be designed to inflame your unrighteous anger. A spiritually mature person should be on guard at all times to not give Satan a foothold in his/her thought-life. His sole objective for each of us is to devour and destroy us.

(CLICK)

28 Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working with his hands what is good, that he may have something to give him who has need. 

The fact that Paul connects stealing to labor is interesting to me. Regularly showing up to work late or leaving work early, talking too long at the watercooler to your co-workers, and taking longer-than-allowed lunches are all forms of stealing. Paul also points out that the end game of our labor isn’t just to provide for our needs, but it is to help provide for other’s needs. He’s invoking the truth that the believer in Jesus is to be generous.

(CLICK)

29 Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouth, but what is good for necessary edification, that it may impart grace to the hearers. 

I could spend an entire session on our speech. Jesus said in (CLICK) Matthew 15:11, “Not what goes into the mouth defiles a man; but what comes out of the mouth, this defiles a man.” Specifically, Paul is speaking to corrupt things such as cursing, dirty jokes, gossip, and slander. Corrupt words not only can harm others, but they also can harm you and make Jesus look bad. I have a boss who occasionally speaks to me very sneeringly about some of my co-workers. When he says these things, I can’t help but to wonder what’s he saying about me to other people? More importantly, my opinion of him is diminished when he speaks like this. 

Paul points out that our speech – our words – should be edifying – they should be aimed at encouraging people in Christ. I love the phrase “impart grace to the hearers.” I’m of the opinion that the further you are from God, there is less and less grace in your life. When we choose to speak to people in grace, such as offering undeserved mercy, forgiveness and/or kindness, we are speaking into people the mercy and grace of God. This is not the way of the world, which is to criticize, judge, and condemn. The nonbeliever is truly moved and sees the light when we impart grace to them.

(CLICK)

30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 

31 Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away from you, with all malice. 

As a forgiven new creation in Christ, I understand that shame was put away at the cross. However, when I hear Paul’s commandment to not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, I feel shame. I feel this way because when I read from Paul’s descriptions of the old way of living as well as what he lays out in verse 31, I’ll confess I have and continue to do these things every now and then. When I think of the treasure I have with the Holy Spirit dwelling in me, how He has blessed me in countless ways, and provided me ways to bless others, the thought of grieving Him hurts me to my soul. 

I’m so glad we’re going over this portion of Scripture as it provides me a checklist of things I need to be on guard for to keep from grieving and harming my holy Friend, Counselor, and Comforter. 

(CLICK)

32 And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you.

Paul concludes chapter 4 with a benediction-type verse – a verse that we should all commit not only to memory but also put into practice. They are the exact opposite of what Paul provides in verse 31. If you’re the kind of person who likes to put together “To do” lists, these should be at the top of every one of them: (CLICK)

· Be kind to one another.
· Tenderhearted
· Forgiving one another

At least for me, doing all of these all of the time is not easy. This is especially true for the difficult people God brings into my life. I like how Graham Cooke describes these people – they’re “Grace Growers.” They teach me how I’m to impart grace on the undeserving – just like God imparted His grace on an undeserving me. 

Where do we find the motivation, strength, and will to live more like this? Paul describes it “even as God in Christ forgave you.” For me, this takes me to the cross. I see what the Father, the Son, and the Spirit went to for me to be loved, forgiven, reconciled, and born again all happened at the cross. When I look at the cross, what Jesus is asking of me is not that big of a deal. It’s the least I can do as an expression of my gratitude of all that He did for me.

(CLICK)

Questions:

1. Which Old Testament character do you most want to meet when you get to heaven?
2. What gift of the Spirit do you believe you have? If you know, how are you using it?
3. What part of the old you do you struggle with keeping put off as a new creation?


2

