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Putting on the New Nature

 Text: Ephesians 4:17–32

22 … put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and 
is corrupt through deceitful desires, 23 and to be renewed in the spirit of 
your minds, 24 and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God 
in true righteousness and holiness.(ESV)

My sermon this morning is taken from today’s epistle. Paul the Apostle is 
exhorting the Ephesian Christians to appropriate fully the new life 
available to them in Christ. He first warns them of the consequences of 
continuing to live like the other (Hebrew loipoi) unregenerate Gentiles do, 
“in the futility of their minds.” (v.17) This can mean not using the mind for 
contemplation of spiritual things, but rather, surrendering it to Satan 
(Ephesians 2:2, Origin, ACCS, NT VIII, p. 170). It can also mean letting 
oneself become preoccupied with futile things, both material (pursuit of 
wealth for its own sake) and intellectual (political power). Such things are 
not created of God but are of our own creating. They are vain because they 
lead to nothing good: (Chrysostom) Only to hearts hardened toward God 
and neighbor (Theodoret). The image employed is of soft tissue turned to 
stone. When this happens, the heart is incapable of sensory perception. It 
can feel no emotions. Because such people lack faith in a future life, they 
are living only for the present moment and the physical pleasure it may 
bring, no matter how immoral its character. 
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The result is these Gentiles are alienated from the life of God, voluntarily 
cut off from it. As a consequence, everything about their lives is the 
antithesis of life with God: instead of dedicating themselves to holiness and 
obedience, they are dedicated to licentiousness and greediness, to practice 
every kind of uncleanness, seeking greater and greater thrills. 

Paul contrasts this horrible, but all too realistic and common example with 
the Ephesians’ Christian formation and the fruit that should come from it. 
“You have not so learned Christ,” he says. In other words, they have not 
been taught by Christ dwelling within them to be like the non-Christian 
Gentiles. Christ is the truth of God which has the power to transform 
minds into the likeness of God, in true righteousness and holiness. He is 
calling them, and us my brothers and sisters, to live as people whose 
thoughts come directly from God. As those who are being transformed 
spiritually into the likeness of God, who have put on Christ spiritually like 
a new garment or covering, who have removed the previous garment of 
the old man or old nature or person. The new man and Christ are one and 
the same. One who has put on Christ has thus put on the new person 
created in God’s likeness. (Gregory of Nyssa, ACCS, NT VIII, p. 174) He or 
she is a new creation!

Paul then contrasts behaviors associated with the old person and those 
associated with the new: falsehood versus truth, anger versus forgiveness, 
stealing versus honest labor and generosity, evil talk with edifying 
conversation which imparts grace to others, grieving versus blessing the 
Holy Spirit, bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, slander and malice versus 
kindness, tenderheartedness, and forgiveness. 

Next Paul addresses truth telling. This is a sign of the regeneration which 
we receive in Baptism. Believers are to be truthful in all things with all 
people. Recall Jesus’ parable regarding who our neighbor is. Augustine 



says that we “should consider everyone as we wish him to become, even if 
he has not (yet) become so….” Treat people as God envisions them 
becoming not as an outsiders. (ibid., p. 175)

What about our Christian brothers and sisters? St. Paul says that we are 
members one of another—we are all members of one body, the body of 
Christ, his Church. Hence, the Communion of Saints, in which we affirm 
belief in the Creed, is a great mystery in which all Christians are privileged 
to participate. We should be constantly mindful of this mystery in our 
thoughts and words, so that we strive to be totally honest and truthful with 
one another. That includes communicating openly and honestly, avoiding 
rumors and idle gossip, both entertaining and spreading them, going to the 
source (ad fontes) whenever possible for reliable information. Why? That 
we may rejoice together, as we also grieve together, and suffer together: 
bearing one another’s burdens, in good times and in bad.

Paul next speaks of anger and sin together. His admonishment is not to sin 
when we are angry. Why? Because it is then that we are very susceptible to 
doing or saying or writing something we will later regret. There is an 
unstated assumption here. That is that we will become angry at times, 
(even though it would be better if this were never the case). When we do 
become angered over an injustice—say a verbal or social slight, physical 
damage to our person or property, or worse yet, to one of our loved ones— 
we should not allow ourselves to be controlled by the desire for vengeance 
or swift justice. This is an example of what James calls being enticed and 
dragged away (James 1:14) That can result in giving the devil an opening to 
deploy one of his temptations. These might include taking justice into our 
own hands in some way. It could range from simply wishing, to hoping, or 
even praying that some ill might befall the offender. The truth is that we 
wound ourselves by succumbing to the temptation to act on these negative 
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emotions. Anger clouds our judgment, and we are led to make rash 
decisions, and take ill-considered actions, which we will later regret: 
actions that may do damage that is difficult to repair, both to ourselves and 
others. Vengeance and justice belong to the Lord, and not to us. Resolving 
these issues before the sun goes down, in other words in the same day in 
which they occur, vastly reduces the chances of the sense of hurt or injury 
being perpetuated, and the desire for justice or vengeance being allowed to 
fester and grow, like a septic wound.

Paul next addresses stealing, the temptation to take something that does 
not belong to one. Notice Paul’s emphasis on amendment of life here: “Let 
he who stole, steal no more.” This applies to all sin. When it is recognized, 
the sin should be ceased, repented of, and its course reversed. In the case of 
stealing, the opposite course of action is honest work. Devotion to honest 
work removes the idleness which provides an occasion for stealing. Honest 
work provides the means for obtaining the necessities of life. It also 
provides the means for helping others less fortunate than ourselves.

Paul then counsels against bad or corrupt speech. The Lord says that 
everyone will be justified or condemned by his words. (Matthew 12:37) 
God is glorified by pure speech, and not by what is repugnant. God is 
glorified when faith in Christ is built up. When grace is imparted to the 
hearers by uplifting words, they are encouraged to pursue virtue and to 
shun vice. An evil word, on the other hand, prompts people to sin precisely 
in that it fails to edify. If we fail to build up, we tear down by omission. 

I know that I have been in a situation with a Christian brother where I felt 
that I should say something, but was not quite sure what to say, or how to 
say it, not wanting to be perceived as being in a critical, tearing down 
mode. One time I screwed my courage to the sticking place, as Lady 
Macbeth so eloquently put it, and made a comment intended to help a 
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colleague see the error of his ways, repent, and bow to what I thought was 
my superior wisdom. I was crushed and astonished to be told that I had it 
all wrong, and that he was in fact doing the right thing. St. John 
Chrysostom advises that if we counsel a brother or sister, who has 
committed a grievous sin, we should do so in a gracious manner. If we 
keep in mind our Lord’s advice to remove the beam from our own eye 
before trying to remove the speck of dust from our fellow’s eye, he or she 
will be more likely to be grateful, rather than resentful. More likely to 
accept rather than to react in a self-righteous or defensive manner, as was 
the case with the brother I mentioned earlier. My father used to quote Poor 
Richard’s Almanac to me frequently, “You can catch more flies with honey 
than with vinegar.”

Next, Paul talks of grieving the Holy Spirit. Presumably he is referring to 
his previous admonition regarding evil versus edifying talk. Anything 
which would grieve the Holy Spirit would have to be something which 
does not glorify God. This could consist of tearing another down with 
critical or subversive speech, something that would subvert his awareness 
of being created in the image of God and chosen by Him for salvation. This 
indeed would grieve the Holy Spirit, because we are sealed for the day of 
redemption, and anything which calls into question a person’s redemption 
or undermines his faith would be a grievous sin indeed. Ultimately, we 
might grieve the Holy Spirit to the point of excluding Him from our life. 
“For into a malicious soul wisdom shall not enter; nor dwell in the body 
which is subjected unto sin.” (Wisdom 1:4 KJV)

Finally, Paul ends with a salvo of negatives countered by positives, capped 
by the forgiveness of sins which is in Christ Jesus. All our sins confessed 
and repented of find forgiveness in his sacrifice once offered for us on the 
Cross. Therefore, we should also be forgiving of other people’s sins, not 
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reacting to them in bitterness and anger or self-righteous condemnation. 
Recall our Savior’s words that if we forgive others their sins, ours will be 
forgiven, and vice versa. If we ourselves are unforgiving toward our 
brothers and sisters, should we then expect God to forgive us for the same 
sins which we ourselves have committed against him and others?

My brothers and sisters, let us pray God this morning to give us grace to 
submit to his Holy Spirit, allowing him to teach, guide, and rule our hearts. 
May we do so more and more, so that eventually all our speech, thought, 
and actions may be to his glory, being directed to the specific purpose of 
edifying his people, created in his image. Let us pray God the Father to aid 
us to see Jesus his son in those around us, and to treat them with the same 
mercy with which he treats us.

Let us pray:

O God, because without you we are not able to please you, 
mercifully grant that your Holy Spirit may in all things direct and 
rule our hearts; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns 
with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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