TO DO GOOD WORKS

Ephesians 4-6 

Key verse: 4:1

“As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live

a life worthy of the calling you have received.”


Last week we learned in chapters 1-3 of Ephesians that we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus. As anyone can suspect, in the rest of the epistle are the instructions for Christians on what it means to be good, and what it is to do good works. But we may ask again why we must be good and do good works. The answer we have heard has been that we must be good because we are God’s creation. For example, children must obey parents because God made them through their parents. Correct. The overly simplified correct answer is hardly a satisfying teaching to many. Most people give up the quest for the answer in the course of their Christian life and learn to adapt to the life with frustration.


Though the Christian church has been maintained in spite of the inherent frustration, she has been witnessing the inevitable results of having no ultimate answer to the question of why we must be good and what it is to be good or do good. We have seen the many heartbreaking results ranging from the production of rebellion against all Christian practices among the children born in Christian families to the production of religious fanatics. The first group is made of passive characters while the latter of the aggressive, who would tackle the question with zealous devotion. The sad truth is that neither the rebellious nor the fanatics are released from the prison of frustration.


We can talk about the frustration a little bit more. But we should stop here and learn from the apostle, because all of our frustration comes from a confusion regarding our existence and our relationship with one another according to his teaching in chapters 4-6. For example, we treat our children or our parents according to the pattern we learned from our parents or from our social upbringing. Or we treat our co-workers in the way we learned from our Bible teachers. What is missing? In the blending of our experience with the gospel truth we ended up becoming like the Israelites who went farther and farther away from YHWH as they incorporated pagan practice to the worship of YHWH. We need to learn from the apostle that we may find ourselves as individuals, as a family and as a corporate body in Christ. Then the good works, which God intended to do when he created us in Christ Jesus, will come in us and through us.


Now, let’s ask again. What is the good work, which God intended to do when he created us in Christ Jesus? The apostle sums it up in the opening words of 4:1 as living a “life worthy of the calling” we have received. In his case, that meant he became a prisoner for the Lord, which he said is the glory of the Gentile Christians. May we come to see the glory, too, that we may learn to rejoice and bring the joy to others as well.

1.  From him the whole body grows and builds itself up in love (4:1-16)


The apostle opens in 4:1, “As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.” What should a person practice to live a life worthy of our calling? He answers himself in 4:2a, “Be completely humble and gentle.” We may have seen or heard of very humble people. But I don’t know if anyone has seen a completely humble person. In the same way a very gentle person might be seen here and there, but a completely gentle person might not. In theory we may say Christ was the one who satisfies the utmost standard, though we don’t know what we are talking about. After all, the apostle is urging all Christians to be completely humble and gentle. How can we be completely humble and completely gentle? It is obviously impossible. So we read the next line to know what the apostle means. He explains what he means in 4:2b, “be patient, bearing with one another in love.” Then he explains what he means further in verse 3. “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”


As we read verse 3 we learn that the apostle sees that each and all Christians are bound together in the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. Then we understand that the apostle is not talking about human virtue, such as humility or gentleness or love. Our humility is our own virtue, which is, therefore, actually a hindrance for us to be humble before God. We know our gentleness is a thin coat over our survival instinct. Our love? We wonder at times what that is. However, we exercise the complete humility or gentleness when we are reminded of Christ. The good example is King Saul. Once he went to capture David to kill him. But when he met the group of prophets who probably belonged to the school of Samuel the Spirit came upon him and his arrogance and his violence all went away. He danced and rejoiced before YHWH. At that moment he showed complete humility and gentleness. Our love, if there is any, is very limited. That is why we often get mad at our own children or at our loved ones. But when we are reminded of Christ the peace of God comes to us and we are surprised with ourselves that we are in love with one another. 


Then we understand that the apostle is putting pressure on the Christians that they may maintain the unity of the Spirit by their effort as if God is sustained by their support. He is saying to live the life of Christ, which is given to them when they were called. Perhaps the Christians in Ephesus still lived a double existence forgetting that their old selves were dead and that what they lived were the new selves created by God in Christ Jesus. The apostle is reminding them that they were in the unity of the Spirit being bound by the bond of peace. Our interpretation is supported by his words in 4:4-6. The apostle says in 4:4-5, “There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism.” He summarizes what he says in 4:6, “one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.” God is the Father of all of them, and over all of them, and through all and in all. Of course, the apostle means more than the number of Christians in Ephesus in the use of the word “all.” He means all creation.


At first glance what he says seems so profound and complex, and therefore confusing. We may even suspect he is talking about pantheism or a mystical religious concept. In the following verses of 4:7-13, however, we learn that he is speaking of what he saw in Christ. Christ revealed the truth of the unity of the Spirit in two ways: in his own example of humility (4:8-10), and in the apportioning of his grace to each of us (4:11-13). 4:8-10 says, “When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men. (What does “he ascended” mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.)” Christ was humble before God to the point of being on earth, being crucified as a criminal, and being buried in a tomb, which was not even his own. Some may put icing on the story and make it appealing to people. But the truth of his humility was that it was ugly. So ugly was his humiliation that all turned their heads away from the scene of his crucifixion including his own. No one believed in him anymore. But the one who was crucified, who was rejected by all, became the Savior of all. In that eternal mystery of the gospel of Jesus Christ, according to the apostle here, is testified that God is the Father of all, over and through and in all.  


Christ revealed the unity of the Spirit also in the apportioning of his grace to each of the Christians. We need to read 4:7 and 4:11-13. “But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it,” says the apostle in 4:7. The apportioning means some people became apostles when they received the gospel of the Savior Jesus. Those who were inspired with the content of the gospel became prophets. Others who were moved with the grace of hearing the good news of God on this earth became evangelists. Others were moved with the shepherd heart of our Lord Jesus and became pastors and teachers (4:11). The diverse and individual and personal apportioning of his grace was, however, for one purpose, that is, “to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ” (4:12-13).  


What will happen to us when we keep the unity of the Spirit? “Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work” (4:14-16). The words “in all things” in verse 15 and the danger of being influenced by the cunning and craftiness of men as mentioned in verse 14 indicate that the appearance of the Christian Church is anything but peaceful and comfortable. The uncertainty and the obvious danger from outside would make Christians to begin to entrench and make a tight team for survival. They will not tolerate anything. They will close doors to what is outside of their congregation. The church will become solid but at the same time hardened and, sadly, begin to lose life. We should not misinterpret the teaching in 4:1-16 as if the apostle is urging God’s children to withdraw into themselves. The apostle is actually urging the Christians, especially those who were exposed to the Gentile cultures, to recognize Christ who, is the foundation of their existence, and the hope of Christ, which was revealed in the apportioning of his grace on them. Let’s read 4:1 and 13 and 16.

2.  Just as in Christ God forgave you (4:17-32)


The apostle explains in 4:17-32 what it means to obey the truth of Christ in their personal life as individuals and as a corporate body: We no longer live as the Gentiles do. 


How do the Gentiles live? “They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more” (4:17-19). The problem of the Gentiles is in their ignorance. 


What were we Christians taught that we may come to know Christ? “You, however, did not come to know Christ that way. Surely you heard of him and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness” (4:20-24). To make the teaching here simple, we may summarize it with the words “to be made new in the attitude of your minds” in verse 23. 


The new attitude is explained in 4:25-32. “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. ‘In your anger do not sin’: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold. He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need” (4:25-28). What surprises us is that there was anger among the Christians, and there were some who had been stealing. How could there be truthfulness if they were so bad? If they could be truthful they could get angry with those who were doing wrong, for example who habitually stole things.


But the demand doesn’t stop there. The apostle goes on in 4:29-32, “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” The apostle seems to be demanding the Christians to produce a rose out of trash. But as we read 4:32 we learn from him that he is testifying to the power of God who created his own out of sinners and transgressors. When we were ignorant we were not aware of the ugliness of sinful life. But when we are educated with the gospel we shun the ugly and dirty things. Good. The problem is, however, we forget the grace of God, and the gospel of Jesus Christ, who is at work to produce out of this earthly existence, which includes ourselves, God’s glory. How does he produce God’s glory out of those who habitually steal, or out of those who are angry with one another, for example? He is kind and compassionate, forgiving them ever, in Christ Jesus. The demand so far, then is as simple as the demand to return to the gospel of the forgiveness of sins. Let’s read 4:32.

3.  Be imitators of God (5:1-6:22)

 
The apostle speaks of the forgiveness of sin as the life of being imitators of God in chapter 5. “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” He explains that the forgiveness is the practice of the love of God. 


What will be the outcome of the Christian community made of those who practice the love of God? “But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving” (5:3,4). We learn that all the dirty things arise in us when we slip from the truth of the forgiveness of sin. 


But we may ask why must the life be of the utmost purity? He answers in 5:5. “For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.” 


How can a person in purity live in his association with others? He speaks truth and he exposes truth. (5:6-21)


Look at 5:6-14.  “Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are disobedient. Therefore do not be partners with them. For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) 10 and find out what pleases the Lord. Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. But everything exposed by the light becomes visible, for it is light that makes everything visible. This is why it is said: ‘Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.’” 


The apostle speaks of the life of a man of purity as the life of wisdom in 5:15-21. “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is. Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” Speaking to one another with psalms is possible when we submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. We do not become weird as if Christian life is a show or an opera.


In 5:20-6:9 is the list of what is required of each member of the Christian congregation. “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.”


“Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church—for we are members of his body.”


“Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. ‘Honor your father and mother’—which is the first commandment with a promise—‘that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.’” “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your heart. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men, because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free.” “And masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, since you know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.”


The apostle summarizes what he is talking about in the illustration of marriage in 5:30-32. How is the truth of the unity of the Spirit revealed in the practice of marriage? “‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.” In a sense we are all married to Christ. 


In 6:10-18 the apostle explains that we as a body, or as the bride of Christ, are engaged in a war against the power of darkness which is at work in the minds and hearts of all people and on all creation. What is it to live a life worthy of our calling according to the teaching in 6:10-18?


“Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints.” 


What did the apostle do to join the battle? “Pray also for me, that whenever I open my mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, as I should Tychicus, the dear brother and faithful servant in the Lord, will tell you everything, so that you also may know how I am and what I am doing. I am sending him to you for this very purpose, that you may know how we are, and that he may encourage you” (6:19-22). 


There follows his final prayer for the Ephesian Christians. “Peace to the brothers, and love with faith from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Grace to all who love our Lord Jesus Christ with an undying love.”

