
 

Putting On the New Self 

Ephesians 4:17-31 

Three Parts of today’s sermon: Divine Alienation, Divine Intervention, Divine Life 

 

Divine Alienation: 

“Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must not longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of 

their minds. They are darkened in their understanding…”   Now when it says Gentiles here it’s talking 

about unbelievers. So this is a picture of what we all looked like prior to Christ. 

Two of the biggest consequences of sin are distorted beliefs and desires. Here we see this idea that our 

beliefs are distorted. You see they walked in the futility of their minds and their understanding is 

darkened… Our beliefs about who God is, who we are, our purpose in this in this life, completely warped 

by sin.  

And this leads to a life of futility—that word is only used 3 times in the NT it means emptiness, 

purposelessness, unreality. And it’s the inevitable result of denying the ultimate realities of who of God and 

the way we’re supposed to relate to him. 

Pop culture lies—Boundaries are the enemy of my joy. Chase your dreams and when you reach them, you 

will be fulfilled. I am the sum of my performance and achievements. I should be able to do whatever I 

want. If God let you have whatever you want, would you take that?  

In the Bible, when God looks at someone who is rebelling and says, “I’m giving you over to your desires. 

Thy will be done.” When God does that, the Bible refers to that as God hardening someone’s heart. In fact 

that’s the exact phrase we see here in vs. 18, They are “alienated from the life of God because of the 

ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart.” It’s a bad day when God says have it your way. 

God doesn’t show his love for me by giving me everything that I want. He shows his love for me by 

helping me want everything that I should.  

But apart from Christ, we don’t have this…we’re left to our own desires which means that seek our 

satisfaction in something other than God. To use the language of Romans 1 we seek that life and joy in the 

Creation rather than the Creator… 

Vs. 19, “They’ve become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind 

of impurity.” 

These words sensuality, greedy to practice impurity don’t just have a sexual connotation they indicate a 

general lack of restraint and self-control. A life of indulgence. A life where you deny yourself no pleasure if 

it’s in your power to experience. Eat drink and be merry. And not only does this lifestyle offer an artificial 

version of the life that can only be found in God, it also makes it harder to have right beliefs about God. 

Our desires and the actions affect our ability to believe certain things. A youth told me I can’t get on board 

with Jesus because that would mean abandoning the lifestyle I’m living. For anyone who enjoy recreational 

sex it’s nearly impossible to follow a God who tells them not to. Buddy whose brother died…can’t believe.  



And this is why it’s really important for us to recognize that, despite what they might say, unbelievers’ 

biggest hang up is not intellectual. Like some folks talk like if they only had a little more proof or a little 

more evidence, they’d believe. It’s not true. Because their biggest problem isn’t a confused mind but a 

hardened heart that loves their sin. 

I’ve heard people say, well, if I saw Jesus write his name in the sky or if you could offer scientific proof that 

he rose from the dead, I’d be a Christian. I’m not so sure you would. You may believe Jesus rose from the 

dead but there’s little reason to think you’d repent of your sin and trust Christ.. You say well isn’t believing 

Jesus rose from the dead what it means to be a Christian? No Satan believes Jesus is the Son of God who 

rose from the dead. Doesn’t mean you’d repent of your sin.  “And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if 

someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent. Send Lazarus to my Father’s house…for I have five 

brothers—so that he may warn them, lest they also come into this place of torment.’ But Abraham said, 

‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them.’ He said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and 

the Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead.’” Lk 16:28-31 

And the reason for this is that Christianity isn’t merely a “set of beliefs” that you agree with, it’s a surrender 

of the heart and the life to person that recognizes sin for the evil that it is.  And it’s only when we confess 

the sins of our heart trust Christ that God brings us into the divine life from which we’ve been alienated 

because of our hardness of heart…and when we’re given that new life, we become a new person—this is 

Divine Intervention: 

Vs. 20, But that is not the way you learned Christ!— 21 assuming that you have heard about him and were 

taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus, 22 to 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.” 

Don’t miss the “self” language here. It’s the language of identity—a changed identity in this case. Which is 

what we need. Your biggest need is not to become a better person, but to be made into a new person. I 

love J.D. Greear here, “We don’t need a Jesus who comes as a life-coach to help us turn over a new leaf. 

We need a resurrected Savior who can give us new life.” And that’s what we have here—a new self—

someone who has been born again. (Story of Augustine, “Yet it is not I”) He was a new self-he had a new 

identity.   

Let’s talk about identity for just a second. What is identity? It’s what defines you. What makes you’re life 

valuable? What’s the thing you look to in order to provide yourself a sense of worth? Everyone has an 

identity… 

And in the last 300 years, we’ve seen a massive shift in the ways that people form their identity. 

Traditionally, identity was seen through the lens of honor. Here you found your worth and purpose outside 

of yourself in the affirmation of your community, or family or tribe. An honorable person suppressed their 

inward desires in order to do what’s best for the collective, and if you did, you were seen by society as an 

honorable person. In traditional societies this meant went to war and risking death, women had children, 

also risking death. But this is how you secured honor for yourself. Identity was wrapped up in whether you 

did your duty to advance the community or the empire even if it meant sacrificing your personal desires.  

But now it’s completely changed. No longer do we look to any outside approval to define our worth. Now 

we look inside to discover who we are. We look at our personal desires, and rather than suppressing them 

to the good of the community, we embrace them as our true selves. And then we demand that society 

make acknowledge and affirm and make room for us to be the person we’ve discovered ourselves to be.  



Now both approaches are flawed but let me show you how the modern approach fails to help you 

establish who you really are. Tim Keller gives a great example. Imagine a valiant warrior in the ancient 

world, looks into his heart and finds conflicting desires: aggression and the desire to be a woman. Now he 

would invariably suppress the desire to be a woman and say that his true self is the aggressive self. But if 

that same person were living in New York, and they saw they same thing, they would conclude that their 

desire to be a woman is their true self and the aggression needs to be suppressed perhaps through 

counseling. The reality is that when you look into your heart to try discover your true self, your 

interpretation about what desires are the “real you” are still going to be determined by your social context.   

So looking to out to others for identity won’t work. Looking inside won’t work. The biblical option is to 

look up and get a new identity.   

You see the new-self is not primarily defined by new behavior, but by a new vertical orientation. The old 

self was only oriented horizontally. (Pic) The new self-is oriented vertically. (Pic) Biblically speaking, we 

don’t find our identity by asking “who am I?” but by know “whose am I”?  

When Jesus talks about being born again in John 3, that word “again” can literally be translated “from 

above”. When you become a believer you’re born again with a new vertical orientation that completely 

redefines who you are, what makes you valuable, and who you’re supposed to be. Look at vs. 24, “put on 

the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.” We don’t construct our 

identity we receive our identity. We’re not born again to be whoever we want to be. Our new self-comes 

with it’s own spiritual DNA—specifically designed to live for and reflect the holiness and righteousness of 

God. It’s freshly programmed for new purposes, new loves, new definition of success in life, new hopes, 

new perspectives on pursuing joy, new perspectives on suffering.  This new self—this vertical 

orientation—changes not only how you view yourself but this new orientation transforms and flavors all of 

your horizontal orientations. Examples: approval, money, fulfillment.  

Now you’ll notice that even though we are new creations like that’s fact, Paul is telling us to put on the  

new self and put off the old. And what he means here is live into your new identity. “Become who you 

are.” Grow up into everything it means to be “in Christ”. (Red in Shawshank going to bathroom). He’s 

free but he’s still learning to live like he’s free in every facet of life. And to do that he need to make effort 

remind himself he’s free.  

When Paul talks about putting off and putting on there’s effort involved here. We don’t just float towards 

holiness on the lazy river of grace.  Here’s effort involved and that involvles effort reminding our selves 

who God is and who we are in Christ—our new identity vs 23 says “being renewed in the spirit of our 

minds” Again there’s effort here. How are we renewed in the spirit of our minds…well we reinforce our 

new identity through means of grace God has given us. We spend time with God in prayer and we worship 

with together and see him working in the lives of others—all of these things serve as identity cultivation 

mechanisms—Bible reading and prayer and worship and fellowship are all designed to help you live into 

the new self—to help you become who you are. And as your mind is renewed, your perspective on what 

makes life worth living changes, as your ideas about where joy and satisfaction lie, as your understanding of 

what makes you a valuable person changes, as those truths begin to solidify in the depths of your heart, the 

new you begins to take its shape. And as it does, the lifestyle you used to live marked by self-indulgence 

and excess is now increasingly marked by righteousness and holiness. And Paul wants to give us a peak 

into who god’s making us and he does is in vss. 25-32.. 



Oldify pic. It’s interesting to look at your future self! We are about to look into the future. I tell you this to 

encourage you because we’re about to look at a lot of commands (11-12 imperatives) and you may be 

tempted to throw up your hands and say I can’t do all that. But this is a lifetime of growth. You’re about to 

glimpse the future version of yourself. Not the person you might be, but the person you will be one day 

guaranteed because God will produce the righteousness and holiness in you that he began we he made you 

a new person. 

So let’s talk a look at the kind of people God is forming us into and as we do I want to make a concerted 

effort to show you how it is our new-self empowers us to do everything we’re commanded in this text.   

Our new identity transforms the way we approach our reputation and the reputation of others. vs25 

“Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor for we are 

members of one another.” Finding my identity and my sense of worth and value in Christ means I don’t 

sense a need to make a distinction between me over and against everyone else. I don’t need to exaggerate 

the truth in order to make myself look better—hunting. I don’t need to distort the truth about others 

because it’ll make someone look worse which makes me look better. The text says we belong to a new 

family. It’s the family name that makes me valuable. What makes me valuable is not that I’m better than 

you but that we play on the same team—wear the same Jersey. When you understand that it frees me using 

my words to make more of myself or less of anyone else by distorting the truth. 

Our new identity changes redirects our anger. 26 “Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on 

your anger, and give on opportunity to the devil.”   

Now vs. 31 is going to tell us to put away anger, so what this tells us that there is a kind of anger that is 

good. And the kind of anger that is good is righteous anger—anger that is directed toward sin anger that is 

jealous for God’ glory and hates anything that would oppose God and his righteousness. And this is where 

I’ve been convicted—David Powlison taught me I have an anger problem. Explain.  

The problem is not that we’re angry it’s that we’re not angry enough. Because if you’ve been united to 

Christ and you’ve seen his love for you and you’re working for advance his glory and you can see that and 

not be angry—then you have an anger problem. There’s a kind of anger we need to have and a kind of 

anger that we can no longer have a sinful anger…and he mentions it in all of it’s forms in vs. 31, “Let all 

bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you along with all malice” This 

isn’t anger that’s centered around God’s glory. This is anger in all of it’s forms—angry speech actions 

emotion—that centers around us and not getting the respect we want, not getting what we want fast 

enough, not getting what we think we deserve…but And James 1:20 tells us that the anger of man does not 

produce the righteousness of God—the true righteousness holiness that we’ve been re-made for. And 

when our anger is not due to our love for God’s glory, it means that there’s something going on in our 

heart. People don’t “have anger” like it happens to them. People choose anger because something is 

dominating their heart. 

And this dangerous to us—so dangerous in fact that Paul puts a time limit on it. Don’t let the sun go down 

and give the devil an opportunity to turn this mole hill into a mountain. Now I don’t think this literally 

means you have to be finished hashing out a discussion before sunset. John Piper comments, “This does 

not mean that Eskimos at the North Pole may hold a grudge for six months while the sun is up and natives 

at the equator may only hold one for twelve hours.” The idea here is you can’t let it fester, solve it, talk it 

out, be immediate about addressing this otherwise Satan will use that anger to tear your relationships apart 

at the seams. So if I could paraphrase this, “As those who have new identity be angry at what should make 



you angry—anything that is an assault on God’s glory…but do not have a kind of anger that’s more about 

you and your hurt pride or preferences and if you do, address it quickly, because the devil uses anger to 

pull you back into your old self” 

Our new identity transforms our work and generosity vs 28 “Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let 

him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in 

need.” Now Paul is most likely addressing some sort of theft problem that he was aware of, but I love this 

picture he paints for us and it may be the most stark contrast of the transformation that takes place when 

we get a new identity. The guy who steals to have stuff for himself, let him work and what he gets give it 

away… this is a 180. Our old self is completely self-centered and life revolves around us, “I have things 

that I want and dreams that I’m chasing, and I want to work as little as possible to get them, even if that 

means I have to con folks along the way.” Watch what a changed identity does here. “I have everything I 

need in Christ—all the worth, hope, and value I could ever need—and I’m free to use my talents and 

energy to advance God’s glory and I can use the resources I get from that labor to invest in his kingdom. 

Once he was living for the weekend, not he’s living for the end. Some say it’s a sin to be rich…So by all 

means, get rich and invest it in God’s kingdom! Work as hard as you can, make as much as you can, then 

give as much as you can.” (Wesley) 

Our identity transforms our speech. Vs. 29 “Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only 

such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion that is may give grace to those who hear.” This word 

“corrupting” is translated rotten fish or decaying like a dead tree. And so this isn’t just saying like don’t say 

the F word, although that would be included…but the idea here is that our words do things to people, 

specifically they have the power produce decay in people or build up. People say that, “sticks and stones 

may break my bones but words can never hurt me.” That’s ridiculous. Prov. 18:21 says death and life are in 

the power of the tongue. Words are like fire—can offer warmth or bring hurt depending on how it’s used.  

There’s not a single person in here that can’t think of something hurtful someone said when you were a 

kid. You remember who said it and were you were at. At the same time there’s not a person in here who 

can’t remember a time where someone encouraged you and how it made you feel and how it motivated 

you. And when you were living life in your old-self, it wasn’t anything for you to wound people with your 

words as long as you thought what you said was true. Now, because you’re a new person, you speak the 

truth in love and in your new identity you use your words to help others live into theirs. Your words help 

other people become who they are—and because you don’t have to compete with them to have a sense of 

worth, you’re free to affirm their gifts and abilities without your self-worth threatened. It’s the people that 

seek their identity in people’s praise are hard pressed to give a compliment because it means giving away 

the affirmation they so desperately wish they had for themselves. But when we have a bloody cross as the 

proof of how valuable you are, affirming others isn’t even remotely a threat.   

Vs. 30” And do not grieve the Holy Spirit with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.” 

This blows me away. If you knew someone was going to sin against you over and over again, wouldn’t you 

get out of that relationship or at the very least put some serious distance between you and that person? It 

would make complete sense for God to love us at a distance. But he doesn’t and this is breathtaking.  

How much does God love you? Consider this: With full knowledge of the depth and frequency of your sin, 

the Holy Spirit takes up residence in your heart, and allows himself to be hurt by you . The God of the 

world’s love for you is characterized by a kind of divine vulnerability. Who are you that you could hurt 

God? Someone he must love very very much.  



And your old self at best you knew you that sins breaks God’s rules, but in the new self you realize the 

truth—that sin breaks God’s heart. Yet even then he never leaves. Because it’s the Holy Spirit who seals 

you for redemption which means he’s going to stick with you and continue to produce holiness and 

righteousness in you until the end. He’s going to finish what he started and grow you up into the fully 

functioning identity he gave you when he saved you…preach vs 32 next week.  


