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Walk Different 

Ephesians 4:17-32 

John Breon 

 

So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer 

[walk] as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. They are 

darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God 

because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their 

hearts. Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to 

sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, and they are full of 

greed. 

 

That, however, is not the way of life you learned when you heard about 

Christ and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in 

Jesus. You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put 

off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be 

made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, 

created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. 

 

Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to 

your neighbor, for we are all members of one body. “In your anger do 

not sin”: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do 

not give the devil a foothold. Anyone who has been stealing must steal 

no longer, but must work, doing something useful with their own 

hands, that they may have something to share with those in need. 

 

Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only 

what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it 

may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, 

with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all 

bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form 

of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each 

other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 
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 I’m recovering from the autoimmune disease that’s caused weakness 

in my leg muscles and made it difficult to walk. Physical therapy is helping 

me regain strength and learn how to walk again. How I walk is different 

from how it was some months ago. One of the exercises I do is inside 

parallel bars stepping over little plastic hurdles that are four to six inches 

high. It’s good practice, but it’s not a normal way to walk. Just this week, my 

doctor told me I could stop using a walker around the house. It’s great to 

be walking unaided, though it still feels awkward. It’s not as natural and 

automatic as it once was. 

 Do you ever think about walking and what it takes to be able to walk? 

Walking involves balance, strength, direction. Most of the time we don’t 

think about it; it’s almost automatic. When you have to think about each 

step, it makes you appreciate being able to take those steps. It may not 

seem natural at first, but it becomes more natural and easier as you go 

along.  

 Walking seems simple, but each of us has a unique way to walk—the 

length of our stride, how fast or slow we go, and so forth. If you’re in a 

marching band or military unit, those differences are minimized because 

you’re supposed to keep in step with the others in the group. But in 

everyday life, there’s something distinctive about how we walk. I think of 

the dad whose son was in marching band. The proud father said, “Look at 

that! Everyone’s out of step except my boy!”  

 In our walk with God, there’s supposed to something distinctive and 

unique. We’re supposed to be out of step with the world. Today we come 

to the second part of a section where Paul writes about the Christian “walk” 

or way of life. “The ‘walk of a Christian’ is Paul’s way of talking about the 

daily conduct, the morality, the distinctive marks of those who are seeking 

to grow up in Christ” (Maxie Dunnam, The Communicator’s Commentary, 

New Testament, Vol 8). 

 I once read a novel about computers and codes and programming. 

It’s not a “Christian” novel, but there’s a scene in it that shows some of the 

ways Christians behave differently. The main character, Randy Watterhouse, 

is a computer programmer who had broken up with his girlfriend. More 

than a year after the breakup, he goes back to California to settle some 
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business. He goes around to check on some friends he and his girlfriend 

had known. Many of them blamed him for the breakup and would hardly 

talk to him. The only people genuinely glad to see him were a couple who 

were Christians. They’d been taking their kids to church and had gotten 

connected there. 

 

Randy hadn’t the faintest idea what these people thought of him and 

what he had done, but he could sense right away that, essentially, 

that was not the issue because even if they thought he had done 

something evil, they at least had a framework, a sort of procedure 

manual, for dealing with transgressions. 

 

Randy goes on to reflect on how so many people don’t know how to 

handle what goes on in society so they make up their own rules. But people 

connected to a church, people of faith, already have guidance—something 

like a How-to manual or Frequently Asked Questions—for what to do when 

things go wrong (Neal Stephenson, Cryptonomicon 585-86). 

 One way we’re different as followers of Jesus is that God has given us 

ways to deal with sin and failure. It’s not easy or automatic. It involves 

accountablity, taking responsibility, and repentance. We receive and 

practice mercy and forgiveness and all that go with them. 

 When we say followers of Jesus are unique, distinct, or different, we’re 

not saying we’re no longer human. We still have many of the same 

limitations, problems, questions, and responsibilities as everyone else. We 

don’t float above the world. We’re in the world and involved in life. 

 And yet, Christians are different. We’re in a different relationship with 

God. We’re connected to a power that can turn life around. We believe that 

we’ve received God’s revelation in Jesus and in the Bible. And we believe 

that revelation is our guide for faith and life. We draw on resources that 

people apart from Christ don’t draw on. We live differently, with different 

morality, different ethics, different attitudes and behavior. Because of all 

that, we can deal with problems in a different way. 
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 We saw in Ephesians 4:1-16 that Unity, Diversity, Ministry, and 

Maturity are essential for walking as God’s people. Here in verses 17-32 we 

see that Purity is vital as well. 

 Earlier, Paul said, “I beg you to walk worthy of your calling.” Here, in 

verse 17, he says, “So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you 

must no longer [walk] as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking.” 

Most of the people he’s writing to here are Gentiles. But they’re now part of 

the people of God. They’re in Christ, so they’re to live in a different way 

from their surrounding culture and society. 

 Paul describes life apart from Christ and without God’s word in very 

negative, almost desperate, terms. He speaks of the futility of their minds 

and the darkness of their understanding. Apart from Christ, we stumble in 

the dark, we lack meaning and direction. Relying only on our thinking and 

wisdom will take us away from God. 

 Left to ourselves, we’re separated from God. We ignore God and 

refuse to acknowledge God as God. This leads to our having a hard heart. 

We lose sensitivity. Our heart becomes calloused and unfeeling. The more 

we sin, the harder it gets to resist sin. The more we ignore and reject God, 

the harder it gets to hear God and respond to him. 

 Paul goes on to describe people who lack moral feeling and 

discernment. He says they’re unrestrained in plunging into all kinds of 

degrading actions. The word he uses—sensuality, debauchery, or 

licentiousness—means throwing off all restraint. There’s no self-respect and 

no regard for the rights and feelings of others. 

 Impurity is similar. It includes riotous and excessive living and can 

refer to unrestrained sexual behavior. 

 Greed here speaks of a continual lust for more and more things to 

indulge in. People who study addictions say that one of the things that 

hooks people is the need for a bigger high or for a greater thrill from an 

addictive behavior. A person’s body and mind get used to a substance or 

behavior and so they need more to get high the next time. Paul is saying 

that people apart from Christ, living a pagan lifestyle, are addicted to sin. 

They feel a need for more and more immoral action. But it’ll never satisfy. 

Sin never does. Stanley Jones wrote: 
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Evil is under the law of decreasing returns. You have to put more into 

it to get the same return. You have to invent ways to keep life 

tolerable. It begins with a flare, then a flicker, then a sputter, and then 

an ash. (The Unshakable Kingdom and the Unchanging Person 237). 

 

 By God’s grace, at some point we realize that there must be more to 

life than this. In the movie As Good as It Gets, Jack Nicholson’s character 

struggles with obsessive-compulsive disorder and the difficulties it creates 

in his life. At one point, he bursts into his therapist’s office begging for help. 

On his way out through the waiting room, he stops and says to all the 

patients there, “What if this is as good as it gets?” 

 Apart from Jesus, there’s no hope that life will get better. The good 

news is that in Jesus there’s more to life than we’ve known without him. He 

can make life better than it’s been. 

 So we’re called to be different from the world around us. And we’re 

called to be different from the way we were, or the way we’d be apart from 

Christ. What’s different about your life now from how it was before you 

knew Jesus? What’s different about your life from how you’d be if you 

didn’t know Jesus? 

 I think about some of the things I thought and did and said as a kid. I 

could be mean and mouthy. I still cringe when I remember how I treated 

some other kids in elementary school. What if those attitudes and actions 

had become permanent? What if those seeds in my character had grown 

and continued to bear fruit? What if I’d continued on that trajectory? 

Thankfully, at a young age, conversion redirected me and interrupted that 

stuff. The potential was still there to misbehave and do wrong—and I often 

did. But receiving Jesus changed me from what I would have been without 

him. 

 After showing the futility and darkness of life apart from Christ, Paul 

says, “That not the way you learned Christ!” He reminds them that they 

heard of Jesus when they heard and responded to the gospel message. 

And, there wasn’t only that first proclamation of the good news, but there 

was ongoing teaching about Jesus and life in him. They heard and they 



6 
 

learned the truth of God that’s embodied in Jesus. God reveals his truth in 

Jesus the Messiah. 

 The truth in Jesus teaches us to put off the old, to be made new, to 

put on the new. The “old self” is our old way of life. It’s life apart from 

Christ. It’s living as if Jesus hadn’t come and lived and died and risen again 

—or living like all that Jesus did doesn’t matter. Put off that old way of life 

like taking off dirty clothes at the end of a hard day’s work. 

 The good news, the truth in Jesus, also teaches us to be made new, to 

be renewed “in the spirit of your minds,” in your inner being, the control 

center of who you are. The Holy Spirit does this renewing work. God’s Spirit 

recreates us and transforms us from the inside out. We don’t achieve this 

on our own. We allow ourselves to be made new in our thinking and 

behaving. 

 After we put off the old self, we put on the new self. We’ve stripped 

away the old way of life and now we put on a new way of life in Christ. We 

quit walking one way and we start walking a new way. This new self is 

“created according to God”—we’re remade in God’s likeness. We’re to be 

like God “in true righteousness and holiness.” Salvation includes restoring 

us to the image of God. 

 The emphasis on truth continues here. Jesus embodies and reveals 

God’s truth. Righteousness and holiness come from the truth, from God 

himself. Righteousness and holiness describe the kind of life God calls us to 

live. Righteousness means right relationship with God and each other. 

Holiness means being set apart for God, belonging to God. 

 Now Paul talks about some specific behaviors that flow from this new 

life God gives us in Christ. Don’t just stop doing what’s wrong, but begin to 

do what’s right. Being distinct as Christians is more than just what we don’t 

do. It involves positive action. The Christian walk is more than “dos and 

don’ts.” It’s life in relationship with God through Jesus in the power of the 

Holy Spirit. 

 Jesus talked about an evil spirit coming out of a person and then 

wandering around, looking for another place to dwell. Then it decides to 

return to the “house,” the person, it left. It gets there and find the house 

swept clean and put in order. “Then it goes and takes seven other spirits 
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more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final 

condition of that person is worse than the first” (Luke 11:24-26). 

 It’s not enough just to clean up our lives; we need to be filled with 

God’s Word and Spirit and with positive, active goodness. That’s what Paul’s 

getting at here. He describes behaviors that people in Christ are to stop. 

Then he shows positive behaviors that replace the sinful ones. 

  

Do not lie 

 but speak truthfully; 

Do not sin in your anger 

 Neither give room to the devil; 

Do not steal, 

 but work, and give to the needy 

Do not speak garbage, 

 but speak what builds up the needy; 

  And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God. 

Get rid of all evils:  

 bitterness, rage, anger, shouting, slander; 

Be kind and forgiving, 

 just as God has forgiven you in Christ. 

(Gordon Fee, God’s Empowering Presence 712) 

 

 The contrasts here are fairly obvious. Paul shows some specific ways 

to live new life in terms of our speech, our temper, our work, and our 

relationships. He also shows ways to live in unity as the body of Christ. The 

sins he warns against here disrupt and destroy unity. The positive behaviors 

here build up the body and contribute to unity. As people in Christ, God’s 

new creation in Christ, we’re not to lie to each other or speak any kind of 

“garbage.” Instead we’re to speak the truth and speak in ways that build 

each other up. 

 We’re not to let anger simmer or fester or get out of control. If we 

don’t deal with anger, it becomes bitterness and eats away at us and our 

relationships. If we don’t control it, it blows up or pours out in behavior that 

destroys unity. 
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 We find value in our work, or bring value to our work, as we dedicate 

it to God and recognize that we work not to accumulate stuff for ourselves, 

but so we can give to those who are in need. 

 In our relationships with each other, we follow the example of Jesus 

and reflect God’s own character. We forgive as we’ve been forgiven. There’s 

been a lot said and written about how forgiveness is for our own benefit 

and not just for the person we forgive. We hear that when you forgive you 

set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you. Forgiveness 

doesn’t change the past, but it creates a new future. It frees us to go 

forward without carrying bitterness. We need to do it whether or not the 

person who hurt us accepts it. The main point here is reflecting God’s 

image, being like our Lord. As we’re being renewed and recreated in the 

likeness of Christ, forgiving becomes part of our character and behavior. 

 There are two main sources or guides for life and behavior here that 

we have to choose between. Destructive behavior that diminishes life and 

disrupts unity comes from the devil, the adversary, the enemy. Giving in to 

temptation leaves the door open for the devil and gives him a foothold in 

our lives and in the church. The enemy’s influence can the spread all over 

our lives. 

 On the other hand, behavior that enhances life and creates unity 

comes from the Holy Spirit. We’re not to grieve the Holy Spirit of God. By 

the way, this reminds us that the Holy Spirit is personal and can feel grief 

and other emotions. God is grieved by our sin. God’s Spirit is grieved by 

actions that destroy unity—because we’re members of the one body 

through the one Spirit. The Holy Spirit creates our unity. And the Holy Spirit 

seals us or marks us as belonging to God. We’re to live, to walk in line with 

that gift God gives us. 

 Which way will we choose? Which lifestyle will be ours? Will we 

continue to walk in the old way that ignores God and acts like Christ 

doesn’t matter? Or, will we walk in new life in Christ? Will we let our 

behavior show that God is really changing us? 

 

  


