
Covenant Living: Out with the Old
Ephesians 4:17-19 (HCSB)! ! !  
Therefore, I say this and testify in the Lord: You should no longer walk as the Gentiles walk, in the futility of 
their thoughts. They are darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God, because of the 
ignorance that is in them and because of the hardness of their hearts. They became callous and gave 
themselves over to promiscuity for the practice of every kind of impurity with a desire for more and more.

Theme:  the old life
Point: the life of the redeemed should look different than it used to
FCF:  the desires of your heart
App:  if you’re saved, you’ll have new desires that you should follow.

We are saved into a covenant community, which entails...

Covenant living! ! ! !   !  ! ! !    Context and explanation
1) the old way of life (v.17-19)   2) the new way of life (v.20-24)   God calls us out
these are not arbitrary rules...Eph 4-6 is a covenant framework taken from Exodus1

what is a covenant? An agreement that “creates a community where none existed before, by establishing 
a common relationship to a common Lord”2

! God wants to rule as King, but in the context of a relationship of love.
Context of covenant life in Exodus 20 (ch19-intro) (ch20-stips) (ch21-23-practicals)

Covenant community in Ephesians 4    AP!
4:1-16 ~ introduction to the basics (unity, diversity, and maturity)
! 4:17-4:24 ~ general instructions (old humanity to new)
! 4:25-5:5 ~ contextualized instructions (practical)

General instructions (v17-24)
How people made in God’s image are called to live3

No longer walk...    AP!
! Futility: “purposelessness...worthlessness.”4

! Mind: “the capacity to think, plan, and make moral judgments and lifestyle choices”5 
! ! ! ! a meaningless worldview

Paul isn’t saying non-believers can’t do anything good with their life, or that only nons sin.
He is using descriptive language to show that any lifestyle that isn’t conformed to 
God’s will is eventually and ultimately worthless. 

“For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and forfeit his soul?” Mark 8:36 (NASB)
! ! Basically: “If this is gonna work, you gotta embrace a different life!”

1 As Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum assert,“The Mosaic covenant/Torah and the larger story that informs it are clearly 
the background to Paul’s statements in Ephesians.” Kingdom through Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the 
Covenants. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012). 585.

2 Ibid, 387.

3 “General instructions or stipulations of the new covenant for each individual member of the new humanity.” Ibid, 567.

4 Harold W. Hoehner. Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary. (Grand Rapids, MI: BakerAcademic, 2002) 583.

5 Clinton E. Arnold. Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Ephesians. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010). 281.



Ever wonder why God tells us what not to do? ! ! ! impact
Ever feel like God’s restraints and instructions as “Angry Dad”  <--if God is love, then why restraints?
 

When God calls us out of the old life He shows His love God tells us not to sin
 

Sin severs you from God
condition
All this futility exists because of 1) ignorance6 2) hardness7! (18b)

result
darkened in their understanding! ! ! ! ! ! (18a)
excluded from the life (zwvh) of God leads to...           (Isaiah 59:2)  (18a)
callouses8 (illust: guitar players)! ! ! ! ! ! (19a)
!

traits
Paul shows the downhill trajectory...9! ! ! ! ! (19b)

1. promiscuity10 (throw off all restrains)
2. impurity (acting on unrestrained freedom)
3. desire (insatiable coveteousness!)

Sin hurts you and others11

We often view rules as restricting us from freedom.
College friend: “I don’t understand how you can marry someone without sleeping with them first”
• Today, the Bible’s instructions (e.g., fornication) seem so archaic, outdated, and irrelevant.
• But, if this is all in the context of a covenant, we must believe that God instructs us for our good.

6 This type of ignorance is not an innocent unawareness but that same kind seen in Romans 1, which is a refusal to acknowledge the truth 
that is evident about God. Clint E. Arnold. Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Ephesians. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2010). 282.

7 According to Ernest Best, hardness further defines what ignorance means: the depravity of man.

8 Clint E. Arnold comments that “callous” (ἀπαλγέω, apalgeō) is in the perfect tense, which means it is an ongoing state. Arnold suggests 
that this means “they have reached this point, presumably after a period of rejecting God and his ways, and now there is a hard, 
impenetrable shell that renders them insensitive to God and describes their ongoing condition.” Exegetical Commentary on the New 
Testament: Ephesians. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010). 283.

9 Outline adapted from Peter T. O’Brien. The Letter to the Ephesians. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999) 323.

10 These conditions are not confined to sexual sin, but can reflect all kinds of immoral living. For example, promiscuity (ἀσέλγεια) in verse 
19, refers to self-indulgence and abandonment which can include all sorts of practical manifestations including but not limited to sexuality. 
You can be self-indulgent with food or work. In the same way, impurity (ἀκαθαρσία) can certainly refer to sexual sin, but other types of 
impure behavior. Paul often uses sexual sin as an example--perhaps because it is the most visual manifestation of our unholy desires, 
though not the only one.

11 Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum write that “We come to see the Ten Commandments not merely as fundamental 
requirements determining divine-human and human-human relationships as moral principles, but as...the basis of what it 
means to be a son or daughter of God...i.e., truly and genuinely human” Kingdom through Covenant. 356.



New York Times on The Downside of Cohabiting Before Marriage
New York Times,
“Couples who cohabit before marriage (and especially before an engagement 
or an otherwise clear commitment) tend to be less satisfied with their marriages 
— and more likely to divorce — than couples who do not.”12

! ! Sin hurts people13

! ! ! A non-believer for the NYT sees this, yet has no answer. 
! ! ! God’s answer: enter into this covenant.
!   ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !             The goodness of covenant

Jeremiah 7:23 (ESV)
But this command I gave them: 'Obey my voice, and I will be 
your God, and you shall be my people. And walk in all the way 
that I command you, that it may be well with you.

! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! Freedom = obedience.
People think of freedom as the complete absence of any constraints. 
But think of a fish or an airplane...!! !

Timothy Keller
“Freedom is not so much the absence of restrictions as finding the 
right ones...so the commandments of God in the Bible are a means 
of liberation, because through them God calls us to be what he built 
us to be.” (Every Good Endeavor: Connecting Your Work to God’s 
Work, 38-39)14

! ! ! ! ! ! Saved to live as fully human.!
When called out of the old life we respond with love
Covenant = I’m in this for more than myself--I want God and His will

Ezekiel 11:19-20 (HCSB)
And I will give them one heart and put a new spirit within them; I will remove their heart of stone from 
their bodies and give them a heart of flesh, so they may follow My statutes, keep My ordinances, and 
practice them. Then they will be My people, and I will be their God.

New birth is evidenced by an aversion to the old life of exclusion.
• So, Paul implores you to walk differently.

• But why do we still struggle if we are new creations in Christ?

There is a war within...! ! ! ! !              ! ! !     The problem

12 Meg Jay. The Downside of Cohabiting Before Marriage. New York Times. April 14, 2012. http://www.nytimes.com/
2012/04/15/opinion/sunday/the-downside-of-cohabiting-before-marriage.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0

13 This is expressed in the second half of God’s Law. The first half has to do with our relationship to Him; the second half our 
relationship to each other.

14 Timothy Keller. Every Good Endeavor: Connecting Your Work to God’s Work. (Dutton, 2012). 38-39.

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/15/opinion/sunday/the-downside-of-cohabiting-before-marriage.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/15/opinion/sunday/the-downside-of-cohabiting-before-marriage.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/15/opinion/sunday/the-downside-of-cohabiting-before-marriage.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/15/opinion/sunday/the-downside-of-cohabiting-before-marriage.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0


Jekyll and Hyde
“I learned to recognize the thorough and primitive duality of man; I saw that...even if I 
could rightly be said to be either, it was only because I was radically both”15 - Jekyll

Romans 7:19-23 (HCSB)
For I do not do the good that I want to do, but I practice the evil that I do not want to do. Now if I 
do what I do not want, I am no longer the one doing it, but it is the sin that lives in me. So I 
discover this principle: When I want to do what is good, evil is with me. For in my inner self I 
joyfully agree with God’s law. But I see a different law in the parts of my body, waging war 
against the law of my mind and taking me prisoner to the law of sin in the parts of my body.

! ! ! The war: the old nature isn’t leaving without a fight
 ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !    !      The power to live
" You are experiencing new desires couched in old behaviors.
! ! How do we defeat these? 
! ! ! Paul: you must kill the old behaviors by following your new desires.

On the basis of Christ’s atoning sacrifice
Hebrews 10:10 (HCSB)
We have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once and for all.

     

Applied by the Holy Spirit
Romans 8:10-11,13 (HCSB)
Now if Christ is in you, the body is dead because of sin, but the Spirit is life because of 
righteousness. And if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead lives in you, then He who 
raised Christ from the dead will also bring your mortal bodies to life through His Spirit who lives in 
you...if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.

Grace of God
Titus 2:11-14 
For the grace of God has appeared with salvation for all people, instructing us to deny 
godlessness and worldly lusts and to live in a sensible, righteous, and godly way in the present 
age, while we wait for the blessed hope and appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, 
Jesus Christ. He gave Himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to cleanse for Himself 
a people for His own possession, eager to do good works.

God’s instruction is for human thriving in relationship to Him, but we break it
But the Gospel empowers us to live a thriving existence in relationship to Him and others.
And the Gospel covers the distance when we fail.
! Covenant: God will stop at nothing to save sinners. 

15 Robert Louis Stevenson. The Works of Stevenson: The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. (Roslyn, NY) p.192


