
Ephesians 4:17-5:2 (ESV modified) 

17 Now this1 I say and testify in the Lord,  
that you must no longer walk2  

as the Gentiles3 do, in the futility4 of their minds.  
 

18 They are  darkened5  in their understanding,  
alienated6  from the life of God7  

because of the ignorance that is in them, 
  due to their hardness8 of heart.  

19 They have become callous9 
and have given themselves10 up to sensuality11,  
greedy to practice every kind of impurity.12  

 

  

 
1 The connection to the previous section seems to be this: God has given His people gifts in Christ Jesus. Now 

as a consequence and because of these gifts, the Christian walks a new way. 
2 Eph. 2:2, 10; 4:1. Paul isn’t merely saying Christians obey God better than unbelievers/Gentiles, he’s talking 

about the source and destinations of each path. 
3 This recalls Eph. 2, specifically 2:11. Some of the Ephesian Christians were Gentiles formerly, but now they 

have been brought into the Body of Christ. Here Paul is pointing them outward to those who still are Gentiles (and 
not part of the Christian community) and reminding them that there is a difference between those people and the 
people of God (“you must no longer”). But just as the Gentile Christians have been called to a new way of life, so 
also are all those other Gentiles called to a new life. 

4 Though the word is Greek, not Hebrew, it recalls the book of Ecclesiastes with its repetition of all the 
“vanity/futility” pursued in this life apart from faith in God. In the Old Testament, the word also hearkens back to 
the Second Commandment (don’t take God’s name in vain) and vanity/futility is also connected with idol worship 
(Isa. 44:9, but also Rom. 1:21-23). 

5 Remember the contrast with enlightenment (Eph 1:18). 
6 Formerly described the Gentile Christians (see Eph 2:12, 19). 
7 It’s not just that they are separated from God, but from the life of God. Apart from Jesus there literally is 

nothing (John 15:5). Thus again, the Ephesian Christians truly were “dead” in their trespasses apart from Jesus 
(Eph. 2:1-2). 

8 This language recalls Pharaoh hardening his heart against God’s Word and His servant Moses (Exo. 7), but we 
must also recall that God’s own people, the Israelites, were very often called stiff-necked/stubborn (lit. hard of 
neck, that is, that they would not submit to God’s authority and obey Him) (see Exo. 32:9; 33:3, 5; 34:9). In Romans 
1:21ff., Paul also recalls the theme of the people’s ignorance and disobedience, that they prefer their way to God’s 
ways and God gives them over to reap the consequences of their actions. 

9 They lack sensitivity not only to hearing God’s Word, but in properly responding to it. As a result, they don’t 
sense that they are wandering even further into their own destruction. 

10 Paul speaks very definitively that it is the Gentiles themselves who have closed their mind to God and 
chosen a path apart from Him. 

11 Or “licentiousness” in the sense that they violate all social boundaries. They consider themselves the 
licensing agent/authority to determine what is good/bad, right/wrong. 

12 Impurity is Temple language again. Things/people that are unclean/impure cannot come near the 
Temple/God’s presence. Impurity then is connected with unholiness. 



Ephesians 4:17-5:2 (ESV modified) 

///20 But13 that is not the way you learned Christ!14 
-- 21 assuming15 that you have heard about him  

and were taught in Him,  
as the truth is in Jesus,  

22 to put off your old man16,  
which belongs to your former manner of life  
and is corrupt through deceitful desires17,  

23 and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds18,  
24 and to put on the new man19,  

created20 after the likeness of God 
 in true righteousness and holiness.  

 

25 Therefore,21  
having put away falsehood,  

let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor,  
for we are members one of another.  

26 Be angry and do not sin;22  
do not let the sun go down on your anger,23  

27 and give no opportunity24 to the devil.  

 
13 So not vv. 17-19, but walk just as vv 20-32. 
14 This line is an expression of discipleship. The word “learned” here is the verbal cognate of the noun 

“disciple.” Who is a disciple? One who learns Jesus, a follower of Him. Because these Christians are disciples of 
Jesus, they don’t just know about Jesus, they know Him. 

15 The Greek here is a little tricky. This is not to be understood as a question of Paul doubting whether or not 
they’ve heard about Jesus. The assumption is, “I know you know this, so why aren’t you doing this?” 

16 The ESV translates this phrase as “your old self,” but that obscures the actual Greek and we lose some of the 
imagery of this section. See Rom. 6:6 (note the context), Col. 3:9-10. 

17 Flashback to Eden. Adam and Eve desired what was contrary to God’s Word, deceived by Satan. 
18 Contrast this with Eph 4:17 – the Gentiles are known by the futility of their minds, but God renews our 

minds in our Baptism. 
19 ESV says “new self,” but again I prefer “new man” to connect with Paul’s imagery in Romans 5:12ff. Sin 

comes through one man, Adam, and life comes through one man, Christ. And now we all are part of one Body, the 
Body of Christ. Note also Gal. 3:27!  

20 What is the new self? How do we get it? (see 2 Cor. 5:17 and Rom. 6) 
21 If what preceded this describes the dramatic change of Christians through their Baptism into Christ, this next 

section follows with the implications of this change/conversion/transformation in how they walk. Each example 
below follows a pattern of prohibition, encouragement, and rationale. These examples of transformation also 
connect loosely with the Ten Commandments. 

22 Is it possible to be angry without sin? Certainly the most often cited example of this is Jesus Himself. In Mark 
3:5 Jesus is angry at the people who refuse to answer whether it is lawful to heal on the Sabbath. There’s also the 
account of Jesus casting out the money-changers from the Temple during Holy Week (Matt. 21:12ff. | Mark 
11:15ff. | John 2:13ff.). These verses may warrant some discussion, along with other examples in the OT of God’s 
anger, but the overall balance of Scripture points to God being “slow to anger” (Exo. 34:6-7). 

23 This verse reads like a combination of Psalm 4:4 and Deut. 24:15. The verses are not really related by the 
theme of anger, but the theme of judgment and reconciliation before nightfall. For us as sinners, anger is always 
toxic (Matt. 5:22), so many commentators see this verse not so much as giving us permission to be angry as a 
warning to not give rein to the feelings and impulses of wrath and anger. 

24 On the opportunity to sin anger provides, Paul will again warn against anger in 4:31, but we are also 
reminded of James 1:14-15 which talks about how sinful desires give birth to sin and lead to death. 



Ephesians 4:17-5:2 (ESV modified) 

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.  

29 Let no corrupting talk25 come out of your mouths,  
but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion,  

that it may give grace to those who hear.  
30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God26,  

by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.  
31 Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, 
along with all malice.  

32 Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving27 one another,  
as God in Christ forgave you.  

 
 

5:1 Therefore be imitators of God28,  
as beloved children29.  

2 And walk in love,  
as Christ  loved us30  

and gave himself31 up for us,  
a fragrant offering32  
and sacrifice to God33.  

 
 

 
25 Can Christians say “bad words”? In Paul’s mind, our mouths were made to praise God and speak His Truth. 

Unwholesome language and speech doesn’t fit with this image. Perhaps a good test of our speech is to ask “Is this 
a good word? Is this a beneficial word? Will this build someone up, or tear them down?” 

26 Isa. 63:10, Matt. 12:31-32. We grieve the Holy Spirit when we reject His work. 
27 Perhaps “forgive” is not the best verb here. The word used can mean forgiveness, but can also be much 

broader, “being gracious to.” 
28 Cf. Eph. 4:32. In the context of putting off the old self and putting on the new self. 
29 Note in Eph. 4:14, being a child (In Greek the word used was nēpios. The word in this verse (5:1) is a 

different word in Greek.) was in the context of child vs. adult, one who is easily swayed by human doctrines vs. one 
who attains the unity of the faith and the knowledge of the Son of God. However, being a child does imply 
dependence on and a close relationship with a parent (Eph. 2:3, “children of wrath” is the antithesis of the 
“beloved children” here). Thus we are children of our Heavenly Father and are a new creation in His image. 

30 This is the first time in the book that Paul explicitly states that Christ loves us. In Eph. 2:4 he says that the 
Father loves us. 

31 Sometimes the Bible says that it is the Father who gives up Christ for us (e.g. Rom. 8:32). Here (and in other 
places, e.g. John 10:15, 17) the Bible states that it is Jesus who gave himself up for us. Is that contradictory? 

32 2 Cor. 2:14-16. 
33 Cf. Heb. 7:26-27. 


