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Ephesians 4:17-19 
 

Paul opened chapter 4 encouraging us to “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which we have 

been called.” As we studied the first few verses of chapter 4, I noted that the sentinels who stand 

guard at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier walk markedly different. They don’t carry out their duty 

with a crooked step. Likewise, we, who carry the guard for the name of Christ, the Name above all 

names, should walk in a manner worthy of our infinitely higher calling.  

 

Paul picks back up on the theme of the believers new walk here in verse 17 and carries that theme 

for the rest of his letter. In the final three chapters of our study, we will find specific, practical 

instructions for how local congregations, Christian individuals, and Christian households are to live 

out the exhortation in 4:1 to “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which we have been called.” 

Instructions for practical growth and holiness cover the map for the remainder of our study.  

 

Paul begins these instructions here in verses 17-19, our text for this morning. Here he encourages us 

that though we live in the world, we are not to look and live like the world anymore. We have been 

given a new nature, new heart, and the indwelling Holy Spirit. We are all together different! We are 

“new creatures” in Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17). Thus, we are different from the world around us 

- in the world, but not of the world. With that being said, let’s turn our attention to our text for this 

morning. Paul, writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, pens the following words: 

 

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.  

Ephesians 4:17-19 

 

 

I. WE ARE NOT TO LIVE LIKE UNBELIEVERS, WHO WALK IN THE FUTILTY OF THEIR MINDS. (v.17) 

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. 
 
The “so” or “now” refers back to what Paul has been saying about our high calling in Jesus Christ. 

Because we are called to such a great salvation, because we are unified in the Body of Christ, 

because we are gifted by the Holy Spirit, and because we are built up by the gifted men (vv. 1-16), 



we should “now” or “as a result,” no longer walk as the Gentiles walk. In other words, we can’t 

accomplish the glorious work of Christ by continuing to live indistinguishable from the very world 

that we were saved out of.  

 

Paul is really saying two things here in beginning of verses 17. First, as believers, we must lay aside 

our former way of life – the way we lived before our conversion. Second, as believers, we must not 

seek to imitate our present evil environment. Paul encourages us not to fall back into the patterns of 

thinking and living that were characteristic of our lives before we came to Christ. Contrary to popular 

belief, you will never influence the world for Christ by trying to be like it.   

 

The church at Ephesus was a small island of despised people in a giant cesspool of wickedness. Most 

of the believers had themselves once been a part of that paganism. They frequently passed by places 

where they once caroused and ran into friends with whom they once indulged in debauchery. They 

faced continual temptations to revert to their old ways, therefore Paul admonishes them, and we as 

well, to resist this unrelenting pull. So Paul says, “Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you 

must no longer walk as the Gentiles do.” Peter said it this way, “For the time that is past suffices for 

doing what the Gentiles want to do, living in sensuality, passions, drunkenness, orgies, drinking 

parties, and lawless idolatry. With respect to this they are surprised when you do not join them in the 

same flood of debauchery, and they malign you” 1 Peter 4:3-4.1 Let me ask you a question: are 

people surprised by your life? Are they surprised that you don’t join with them in their sin? Are they 

surprised that you don’t talk like they talk, frequent the places they frequent, watch what they watch, 

and laugh at what they laugh at? If not, it’s possible that you look too much like them.  

 

Paul’s first admonition to us as believers is that we are to think differently from unsaved people. He 

says, “You must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds.” If you scan though 

verses 17-23 you’ll find that there is a lot of emphasis on the way we think. As a matter of fact, 

salvation begins with the way we think. The Greek word for repentance, (meta¿noia) metanoia, 

means “a change of mind” or “reversal of thought.”   

 

Futility here, in the original language, has the idea of that which is transitory, vain, purposeless, 

worthless, or inability to attain a goal. It’s used 39 times in the book of Ecclesiastes where it’s 

translated “vanity.” The original purpose of the mind was to be able to comprehend God and His 

revelation, but as a result of the fall a person’s mind is unable to accomplish its intended goal.  
 

All the endeavors that a non-believer pursues in order to attain purpose, meaning, fulfillment and 

lasting happiness end in disappointment; their life is one long series of mocked expectations. It’s a 

life of always pursuing but never achieving; blossoming, but never bearing fruit. All the rivers of their 

pursuits run into the sea but the sea is never filled. Their eyes are never satisfied with seeing nor their 

ears with hearing. They chase after riches, honor, pleasure, and amusement without ever knowing 
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that they are but “striving after the wind (Ecclesiastes 1:7, 8; 3:9).2 It’s like trying to build houses of 

sand on the seashore, shooting at the stars, or pursuing your own shadow. Chasing after the world’s 

system, loving what the world loves, thinking the way the world thinks, and living the way the world 

lives is futile and will leave you empty hearted and empty handed every time. God, through the 

prophet Jeremiah said it this way in Jeremiah 2:13, “My people have committed two evils: they have 

forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns 

that can hold no water.” 
 

Here is some practical application! If you want to avoid living in the futility of your mind, think often 

about your death. As a young man Jonathan Edwards penned 70 resolutions to give clear direction to 

his life. His 9th resolution stated, “[I am] Resolved, to think much on all occasions of my own dying, 

and of the common circumstances which attend death.” While some might see such a practice as 

being unnecessarily morbid, let me submit to you that it is difficult to live wisely apart from keeping 

the brevity of life in view. Moses said, “Teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of 

wisdom” Psalm 90:12. We’re all going to have to stand before God one day and give an account for 

how we stewarded the life He gave us (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:10). When you get to the end of your life, 

what do you want to have accomplished in light of eternity?3  
 
 

II. WE ARE NOT TO LIVE LIKE UNBELIEVERS, WHO WALK IN THE DARKNESS OF THEIR 

UNDERSTANDING (v.18a) 

They are darkened in their understanding, 

 

The futility of the Gentile’s moral attitudes is further expressed by a darkening of their reasoning 

process. The unsaved person’s thinking is futile because it’s darkened. He thinks he is enlightened 

and wise because he suppresses the truth of the Bible and trusts in his own wisdom – but in reality, 

apart from God’s light, his understanding is darkened. In 2 Corinthians 4:4 Paul says, “In their case 

the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of 

the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” You see, it’s not simply that the eyes of 

unbelievers are blinded so they can’t see, but that their minds are darkened so that they cannot think 

properly about spiritual matters.  

 

Have you ever been in cave when the tour guide turned out the lights? Darkness is startling. What is 

darkness? By definition, it’s the absence of light. To have an understanding that is darkened is to 

have an understanding that is uninformed by the light of God’s Word. The mind of a lost person is 

active and capable of many things, but it is not capable of discerning spiritual truth. Paul said, “The 

natural (lost / unregenerate) person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly 

(foolishness) to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned” 1 
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Corinthians 2:14. With an understanding that is uninformed by the light of God’s truth, the lost do 

whatever seems right in their own eyes (cf. Judges 21:25).  

 

Not only are unbelievers darkened in their understanding, but they love the dark! Jesus said, “This is 

the judgment / verdict: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than 

the light because their works were evil. For everyone who does wicked things hates the light and 

does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed” John 3:19-20. This isn’t a picture of 

helpless unbelievers crying out, “If only I could see!” The very opposite is true. They’re partying in 

the dark and don’t want the light to expose their sin.4 

 

Contrast this darkness or spiritual blindness with the enlightened eyes of believers. Look back briefly 

at 1:17-18. Paul prayed, “[May] the Father of glory give you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in 

the knowledge of Him, having your eyes enlightened, that you may know the hope to which He has 

called you, what are the riches of His glorious inheritance in the saints.” 

 

Paul is saying, “Don’t walk as the lost world walks with darkened understanding.” Or to state it 

positively, we are to “walk in the light, as He is in the light” 1 John 1:7. Jesus said, “I am the light of 

the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” John 8:12. 

Are you walking with the Light of the World and so walking in the light? As a Christian, you and I 

need to be renewed and transformed in our mind (Romans 12:2) through God’s Word. If you don’t 

want to have a darkened understanding, become a biblical thinker about every issue that you face, 

whether it’s how to relate to others, how to manage your time and money, how to act on the job,5 or 

how to view trials. 

 

 

III. WE ARE NOT TO LIVE LIKE UNBELIEVERS, WHO WALK IN ALIENATION FROM THE LIFE OF 

GOD (v.18b) 

alienated from the life of God 

 

The word “alienation” here has the idea of “separation”. That’s what sin does… it separates us from 

God. Unblemished fellowship in the garden was shattered in an instant by the sin of Adam and Eve’s 

willful disobedience. Where man was once at perfect peace with God the whole human race, in a 

single action, became estranged from God, dead in our trespasses and sins, needing to be born again 

(cf. John 3:3).  

 

Becoming a Christian isn’t a matter of eliminating sinful behavior and replacing it with principled 

behavior, although that will follow. That’s simply moralism, which Jesus took the Pharisees to task 

over time and time again. They thought they could please God by outward obedience. But do you 
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remember what Jesus called them? He called them whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear 

beautiful, but within are full of dead people’s bones and all uncleanness (Matthew 23:27). Infinitely 

more than mere behavior modification, becoming a Christian is a matter of receiving new life from 

God.  

 

Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” 

John 14:6. Truth and life always go together. Unbelievers, because of their darkened understanding, 

deny the fact that they need a Savior. Paul said, “The message of the gospel is foolishness to those 

who are perishing” 1 Corinthians 1:18. Though they claim to be wise, they are foolish to reject the 

light of God’s revelation (Romans 1:22). But for those who have come to the cross of Christ by faith 

and repentance Paul said, “You are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with 

the saints and members of the household of God” Ephesians 2:19. 

 

Let me bring some practical application here. First, preach the truth of the gospel to yourself daily. 

The gospel declares that though we were once cold and lifeless spiritually, cut off from the life of 

God, we have been brought near by the blood of Christ. The gospel reminds you that when you sin 

and royally blow it, you are not condemned because Jesus was condemned in your place (cf. 

Romans 8:1-2) Friends, spend less time listening to yourself (that is often dangerous) and more time 

talking to yourself. Second, don’t live as a stranger to the means of grace – namely the people of God 

and the Word of God.  

 

 

IV. WE ARE NOT TO LIVE LIKE UNBELIEVERS, WHO WALK IN SPIRITUAL IGNORANCE   

BECAUSE OF THEIR HARD HEARTS (v.18c) 

 because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. 

 

The desperate condition of unbelievers is further painted in terms of their being ignorant of the truth 

because of their hardness of heart. To know God means to have a close and intimate relationship 

with Him.  Knowledge has to do with an obedient and grateful response to the person of God and 

the precepts of God. Likewise, ignorance is a failure to be grateful and obedient. To not know the 

Lord is actually to ignore Him and to say “no” to His commands. And it’s important to note that this 

ignorance is culpable. Ignorance, contrary to popular thought, is never an excuse for sin. 

Unbelievers are morally responsible for their suppression of the truth. They aren’t victims, they are 

violators - and such were we before the grace of God removed our crusty, lifeless heart and gave us 

a heart of flesh (cf. Ezekiel 36:26). That’s the idea of Paul’s words “hardness of heart.”   

 

The word “hard” here is (pw¿rwsiß) porosis.  It comes from the word (pw¿rws), which originally 

referred to a stone that was harder than marble. This is where the phrase “heart of stone” comes 

from.6 Mark used the same word (pw¿rwsiß) to describe the hearts of those who were enraged that 
                                                             
6 R. Kent Hughes, Ephesians: The Mystery of the Body of Christ (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Publishers, 1990), 138.  



Jesus would heal a man’s withered hand on the Sabbath. Mark writes, “Again he entered the 

synagogue, and a man was there with a withered hand. And they watched Jesus, to see whether he 

would heal him on the Sabbath, so that they might accuse him. And he said to the man with the 

withered hand, “Come here.” And he said to them, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do 

harm, to save life or to kill?” But they were silent. And he looked around at them with anger, grieved 

at their hardness of heart…” Mark 3:1-5.   

 

A hard heart describes a heart that is unwilling to respond to God’s truth. Paul calls it suppressing the 

truth. He says, “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth” Romans 1:18. This is a 

deliberate refusal of moral light and obstinate rejection of the truth of God. The person who is hard 

of heart sees light in creation and in conscience, yet ignores God and His commands. According to 

an old Greek story, a young Spartan boy once stole a fox and then inadvertently came upon the man 

from whom he had stolen it. To keep his theft from being discovered, the boy stuck the fox inside his 

clothes and stood without moving a muscle while the frightened fox tore out his vital organs. Even at 

the cost of his own painful death, he would not own up to his wrong.7 Suppressing the truth will cost 

you dearly.  

 

Who does the hardening of hearts – the unbeliever or God? They answer is “yes”. The unbeliever 

hardens his own heart toward God and then God judiciously acts to confirm that hardness. In other 

words, when men continually persist in following their own way, they will also eventually be 

confirmed in their choice by the God of heaven. We see this in Pharaoh (cf. Exodus 4-14) as well as 

in Israel. The Jews, who had God’s Word given to them through Moses, the prophets, and other Old 

Testament writers, who even had the greater advantage of seeing and hearing God’s own incarnate 

Son, hardened their hearts in unbelief. John writes, “Though he had done so many signs before them, 

they still did not believe in him, Therefore they could not believe. For again Isaiah said, “He has 

blinded their eyes and hardened their heart, lest they see with their eyes, and understand with their 

heart, and turn, and I would heal them” John 12:37, 39-40. Because they would not believe, they 

could not believe. 

 

Let me apply this to believers from the book of Hebrews. The writer of Hebrews said, “Take care, 

brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the 

living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” that none of you may 

be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. For we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our 

original confidence firm to the end. As it is said, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your 

hearts as in the rebellion” Hebrews 3:12-15. 
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V. WE ARE NOT TO LIVE LIKE UNBELIEVERS, WHO WALK IN CALLOUSED SENSUALITY AND 

RAMPANT IMPURITY (v.19) 8 

They have become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every 

kind of impurity.   

 

Verse 19 describes the final result of this downward spiral into sin. Paul says, “They have become 

callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity.” To 

become callous means to “cease to feel pain (literally: beyond feeling).” Spiritually, it means to lose 

the capacity to feel guilt, shame, or embarrassment. The first time a person commits a sin, he thinks, 

“I’ll just do it this once.” After he does it, his conscience bothers him and he feels guilty. But, the 

next time, it’s a bit easier. He rationalizes it by thinking, “It’s not really that bad” or “Others do 

worse!” Each time, it becomes easier to sin as his conscience develops a spiritual callous. Finally, he 

gives himself over to sin with abandon and feels little, if any, guilt or shame.9 

 

In Psalm 36:1-2 David said, “Transgression speaks [whispers] to the wicked deep in his heart; there 

is no fear of God before his eyes. For he flatters himself in his own eyes that his iniquity cannot be 

found [detected] out and hated.” God, in His graciousness, has given every person a conscience. 

That conscience is a built-in warning system that is intended to help us discern what is right from 

what is wrong. It can either be strengthened by continuously hiding God’s Word in your heart and 

pursuing obedience, or it can be desensitized by continually rejecting God’s Word and pursuing sin. 

When this conscience becomes desensitized, men become a loose cannon of sinful destruction.  

 
The text before us is a clear picture of what happens when a person can no longer discern what is 

right from what is wrong. He has become so desensitized to His sin that he doesn’t even care if there 

are consequences. This callous inability to feel the sting of sin reminds me of how Eskimos trap and 

kill wolves. An Eskimo will coat a knife blade with animal blood and allow it to freeze. He then adds 

layer after layer of frozen blood until the blade’s edge is completely concealed before fixing the knife 

to the ground with the blade up. When a wolf follows his sensitive nose to the source of the scent 

and discovers the bait, he licks it, tasting the fresh frozen blood. He begins to lick faster and faster, 

harder and harder, lapping the blade until its keen edge is bare. Feverishly he licks the blade in the 

cold Arctic night. His craving for blood becomes so great that he fails to notice the razor-sharp sting 

of the naked blade on his own tongue. Nor does he recognize the instant when his insatiable thirst is 

being satisfied by his own warm blood. His carnivorous appetite continues to crave more and more 

until the morning light reveals his destruction.  

 

Friends, don't ever become comfortable with sin. Like weeds in a garden, sin, if you don’t pull it out 

by the root, will take over. It’s never content; a little sin leads to a lot of sin. Sin will eat your lunch 

and charge you for it. Though it looks innocent, it’s never tame. It promises delight but delivers only 
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death. Sin will take you farther than you're willing to go, keep you longer than you're willing to stay, 

and cost you more than you're willing to pay. It will burn you, bite you, and then butcher you.  

 

We can't afford to play with fire� 

Nor tempt the serpent's bite;� 

We can't afford to think that sin� 

Brings any true delight.10  

 
Friends, keep your conscience tender towards God! Do not give yourself over to sin. It never satisfies 

and it always enslaves! In Romans 1:24, 26, 28 we see the repeated and frightening phrase, “God 

gave them over.” But here in verse 19, unbelievers “have given themselves up to sensuality, for the 

practice of every kind of impurity with greediness.” This is describing the pursuit of sin from the 

perspective of the unbeliever. I once heard a teacher say, “The thing you ought to fear most is God 

giving you what you want.” “Sensuality” here refers to a person who casts off all restraint and has no 

regard even for public decency. It’s to be openly and shamelessly in violation of God’s moral 

standards. In this context, impurity with greediness probably refers to an appetite for sexual sin. O be 

careful little eyes what you see.  

 

The words “to practice” carry the idea of making an occupation out of impurity. The idea Paul is 

trying to make clear is that pursuing sensuality and greed feeds on itself, because what once was 

new, exciting, and pleasurable soon becomes boring and unfulfilling so new depths of perversion 

must be sought.11 Paul is saying, “Don’t let your heart lose the ability to feel the sting of sin. The man 

that discipled me for many years once told me, “The mark of a man isn’t necessarily how often he 

sins, but rather the amount of time he allows to pass between the time he sins and the time he 

repents.” We must hate our sin. J.C. Ryle, one of my favorite old dead guys once said, “The heart 

that has really tasted the grace of Christ will instinctively [and increasingly] hate sin.” is that true of 

you? Let’s pray.   

 

Closing Benediction: 

As we bring our corporate worship to a close this morning, hear this benediction from the writer of 

Hebrews, “ Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside 

every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set 

before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before 

him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God”  

Hebrews 12:1-2. And all God’s people said, “Amen!” Go in peace. 
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