

Ephesians 4.17 - 5.2

Here we continue, in this second part of the letter to the Ephesians, in drawing out what follows on our knowledge of the amazing grace of God who invites us into faith. It has been noticed that there may not be much here that is uniquely or even strangely Christian - not, that is, in terms of moral conduct - and yet at the same time the apostle clearly comes to a conclusion around the sense that our lives lived as he would teach are to be as an offering to God; our very identity being shaped by that which is of God.

Strikingly the note emphasised here so strongly in what he writes is to do with the renewing of our minds - the way we think about life, the world, the universe. Often it seems as if the Christian life is a matter purely of conduct (dos and don’ts, according to street talk), but for all that how we live and what we do certainly matters, it is not where Christian teaching starts, not here in Ephesians. The teaching starts with the mind, and of course the previous section in chapter 4 has laid great stress on those who within the church can feed the minds of God’s people. It is not about great intellectual endeavour necessarily, but it is certainly about stopping to think; it is certainly about learning, so as to gain maturity. If the heathen are under attack at the beginning of this section, it is insofar as they allow their senses to be dulled as to the force of sin. Sinful behaviour often repeated ceases to arouse feelings of shame. Being indifferent to what we do and why we do it is a sure route to condemnation. 

As I think about Paul writing out of prison, my own experience in prison - where human behaviour is raw and exposed - confirms to me, as perhaps it did to him, what he was writing about. People can get into such a mode of conduct that they have no sense of what all is wrong about it. This does not happen just to those who end up being imprisoned; the downward spiral is real enough for many others besides. Also, it affects institutions and even societies. The collapse of the Dubai economy this weekend might point one example - with stories of shame-less spending and extravagance, and of self-belief quite out of control. So the alternative is “learning” Christ, from the basics up; finding out what humanity is through him; being renewed in the mind.

What comes then is an unpacking of the sort of behaviour that learning Christ would undo. Why certain matters in particular are singled out interests me a little, just because they again are clearly quite high-up issues within a prison environment. Lying is almost a means of survival there, anger and its management is an extremely common problem, and then there is the word about thieving. Of course such issues arise elsewhere, outside prison, but one wonders whether Paul’s focus was influenced by his place of writing. In any case, the counter to lying is to speak truth to one’s neighbour “because we are all members of the one body”; the desirability of truth amongst the Christian community is so important (see already 4:15). We are about more than being superficially polite to one another. Then on anger, the problem for anger rooting itself in is clearly Paul’s worry. There is a place for anger but not for us thinking we are the masters of it. On the contrary, allow anger to take hold beyond the day, and we shall end up serving the Devil rather than God. Love and our capacity to forgive will be utterly displaced. Finally, the positive counsel for the one who has robbed in the past goes beyond saying, don’t do it, but rather sets a positive goal for making a living, namely that the poor should be helped. There is a strong and ancient tradition that the creation of wealth can never just be for ourselves or our own benefit.  

What is foremost in the mind? Are we determined to find ways of being helpful to one another, or have we just not stopped to think how easily and readily we criticize and do others down? Is there a Spirit of love at work in us, love still not perfect of course, but a growth of love heading towards perfection? This is where Paul is at the end summing up. These emotions which can run riot within us, emotions hurtful to others, are well left behind. The strongest possible commitment to kindness, to being tender-hearted, to being forgiving as we have been forgiven is a sign of someone on a good learning curve. We try to be like God, our Father in heaven: controlled by love. In the very last verse of this section, chapter 5 verse 2, the picture offered is of sweet-smelling worship. It is not ever just in the sanctuary that lives are to be beautifully turned out. It is in all our living.

