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Pentecost 10 ~ Series B ~ August 9, 2009

Off with the Old, On with the New


Our text for today is our Epistle, Ephesians 4:17-24, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


You’ve no doubt heard the cliché, “Ignorance is bliss.”  I believe it was Laurence Peter who replied, “If ignorance is bliss, there should be more happy people.”  But in actuality, it’s most certainly true that what you don’t know can hurt you.


Look at how Paul describes the “Gentiles” in our Epistle, “Gentiles” meaning unbelievers.  They walk—that is, they live their lives—in the futility of their mind.  Their understanding is darkened.  They are alienated from the life of God.  Sounds bad enough, but it gets worse.  Paul describes them as blissfully unaware.  Because their mind is darkened from the life of God, they go on to practice those deeds which lead to death.


You can see the progression in society today.  Many people consider themselves to be Christians because they do their best to live a life according to some of the Ten Commandments.  In other words, they build their moral code upon some of the Law of God in the Bible.  However, if people know only the Law and not the Gospel, then they do not truly know God because they do not truly know Jesus—that leaves their understanding darkened.  

The Law doesn’t give life, so they are alienated from the life of God, even though they may feel very much alive.  Cut off from that life because they do not know the Gospel, it is only a matter of time until they begin to lose the Law, too.  If not then, at least by the next generation.  Eventually, the Law of God is lost as people revel in immorality and greed.


That’s what Paul says, and you need only open a newspaper or watch an hour of television to see that divinely-inspired observation confirmed as absolute truth.  Western civilization is, as Dr. David Schmidt recently observed in his book, How Christianity Changed the World, “living on borrowed Christian capital.”  As our society loses the final vestiges of the Law, it will fall further into decline.  


What’s the cause?  Why the alienation and the uncleanness and all?  The answer is clear in the text: “because of the ignorance that is in them, due to the hardness of their heart.”  


Again, if they do not know the Gospel, they do not know Jesus.  They might know of Him.  But they do not know Him or believe in Him.  Without His gifts of faith and grace, they have no life in Him.  That’s why the ignorance.  That’s why the futile mind and the hard heart.  Apart from Jesus, there is no life, and one’s time on earth is spent only in committing acts of death.  As always, Christ and His forgiveness—bought by His blood on the cross—are the key.


Walking in darkness, alienated from God, ignorant, and hard-hearted—that’s how you and I began, because we were conceived and born in sin.  It doesn’t matter whether or not we could help it; it is simply the truth that God declares.  A baby born without sight cannot help being blind, but that doesn’t make her any less blind.  We were born with a blind heart; that’s the way it is in a sinful world.


As we look at this description of unbelief, we see a true depiction of the world.  And so we give thanks to God that He has delivered us from death to life for Jesus’ sake.  Set free from sin, we purpose to live lives according to God’s Word, free from lewdness, uncleanness, and greed.  And, finally, we rejoice to proclaim Jesus wherever the opportunity arises; for as we do, we’re like guards walking through a prison, flinging wide the doors and declaring freedom for all who will hear the Word and step outside their cells.


St. Paul reminds us of the remarkable change that has come into our lives and invites us to reflect on how that change came about: “But that is not the way you learned Christ!—assuming that you have heard about Him and were taught in Him, as the truth is in Jesus, to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness” (Ephesians 4:20-24).  

We’ll catch the point if we reduce these 5 verses to the main line of thought: “You… were taught… to put off your old self… and to put on the new self.”


This is where the Law bites, and where the Lord bids us to examine ourselves and repent.  You’ve been rescued from that “old man” you once were, the one with the futile mind, hard heart, and the tendency toward sensuality and greed.  In Christ, you’re a “new man,” crucified with Christ and raised up again in your Baptism.  Set free from sin, there simply is no excuse for sins of lewdness, uncleanness, greediness, or any other.  

So watch out—your dead old man is still around, and he wants you back.  He’s always at work—the work of corrupting you.  For the rest of your life in this world, your old sinful flesh will work subtly with the devil and the world.  He’ll use those temptations of sensuality and greediness; and he’ll do it in one of two ways.  He may well try to lure you into one of these sins.  Failing that, he’ll tempt you to put trust in yourself because you’re not particularly susceptible to these sins.


Take sensuality, for instance; once a matter of shame, provocative clothing is now the fashion of the day.  Put that together with the barrage of images on television, billboards, and the internet, and it’s easy to imitate the shame or surrender to lustful thoughts.  That’s the old man in you, trying to get you to worship the false god of sensuality.  Dabble in unholiness enough, and you’ll leave behind the holiness of God for a hard heart again.


On the other hand, you might not be particularly troubled by sexual temptation.  In that case, your Old Adam will tempt you to believe in yourself because your thoughts are purer than the world’s standards.  But that’s not true.  “We all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  In fact, the reason Old Adam is leaving you alone in this area, may well be that he’s simply using some other temptation to goad you away from your Savior.


So for another example, take greed.  In a payday-loan society that preaches that your worth is based on how much stuff you can flaunt, Old Adam will tempt you to use your income only on your gratification.  Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.  Give into greed, and you make money and yourself into tandem gods.  On the other hand, if you somehow don’t have a greedy bone in your body, but rather have a generous nature, Old Adam might tempt you to believe that you can measure your holiness by how giving you are, and therefore since you give so much you must be holy on your own.


You see, you’re certainly not holy by being lewd or greedy; but you’re also not holy by being chaste and generous.  Chastity and generosity may well be fruits of holiness; but they are not the cause.  Chastity and generosity are what the new man does, and there is simply no excuse for believers to indulge in sins of sensuality and greed.  You’ve been set free from them.  But avoiding them won’t make you holy.


What’s the cause of holiness?  What makes you holy?  Better, who makes you holy?  No one else but the holy Son of God, Jesus Christ.  He does not make you holy by teaching you to do better, to refine yourself, and to make yourself pure.  Instead, He declares that He has gone to the cross and died for those sins.  Therefore, He forgives you—He removes all the impurity and unholiness and unrighteousness.  It’s His grace that makes you holy and righteous.  It’s His grace that makes you “the new man.”


You know that.  That’s why you’re here.  But beware, because our Epistle mentions one of the most deadly sins of all: your old man is tempting you toward the sin of ignorance.  As life goes on, it’s so, so easy to say, “I know that Jesus died on the cross to take away my sins.  I know what I need to know, so I don’t need to know anymore.”  

Thus it’s easy to stop reading the Bible or sound devotional material, to slack off on prayer, meditation, and memorization, or to skip educational opportunities at church.  It’s easy to think that you’re doing okay, when truthfully you’re becoming blind to the fact that you’re not.  Beware.  If you’re not filling your mind with the things of God, you’re filling your mind with other things.  And that’s a foothold that the old man will use to move you toward a futile mind.  The less you know your Savior, the easier it will be to deny your Savior.  That’s why we rejoice to continue to grow in faith and knowledge by the Word of God.

 So long as we’re in this world, the temptations remain.  Every little sin of lewdness or uncleanness or greed is a step back toward the old blind-hearted man, dead in sin.  There’s no excuse.  But it still happens.  We still sin.  Every time, too, that we resist such temptation and credit ourselves is not a step toward righteousness, either.  This is the doom, of many, to believe they make themselves new.  But we cannot make ourselves new.  So here we are.

And so we hear our Lord’s gentle direction through the apostle Paul, “that you put off, concerning your former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts, and be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and that you put on the new man which was created according to God, in true righteousness and holiness.”  What are we to make of this?  Why does Paul insist that we “must no longer walk as the Gentiles do,” when he knows perfectly well that we cannot, by our own efforts, live a holy, God-pleasing life?  What is our motivation to holy living if it is not to gain favor with God or improve our standing before Him?

I used to think that the main motivation for Christian living was a thankful heart.  Because of what Jesus did for me on His cross, I was supposed to thank Him by living a holy life.  Of course it’s true that the depth of Christ’s saving love ought to move our heart to thanks and our lives to His service.  “We love,” writes St. John, because Christ first loved us.”  But this love is more than skin deep.  

The love which prompts us to thankful service to others is not our own.  It is the very love of Christ Himself, continually extended and dispensed to us in His Word and Sacraments.  Every deed of kindness, each work of love which you and I do for our fellow man is not our own.  It is the work, which Jesus Christ does in us and through us.  St. Paul describes it this way: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me” (Galatians 2:20).

I have discovered over and over again that a thankful heart isn’t enough to get me to lead a holy life.  My problem is the same as Paul’s: “For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing” (Romans 7:19).  And that’s your problem too; the problem that we all have is our damned sinful nature, “the sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God’s Law, nor can it do so” (Romans 8:7).  

Remember, the sinful nature cannot be tamed or harnessed or brought under control; it must be killed.  That’s why the solution for Christian living is the same as the solution for sin: the forgiveness of sins.

What we need for a right relationship with God our Father (our justification) is exactly what we need for holy living (our sanctification).  And that’s the forgiveness of sins.  Our entire relationship with both God and man always hinges on this one central reality.  Faith toward God and love toward the neighbor find common nourishment in forgiveness through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Something happens to us when God forgives.  He wipes out our sin and declares us holy.  

The forgiveness of sins always brings with it a death and a resurrection—the death of the Old Adam and the resurrection of the new man in Christ.  Living always in the forgiveness of our sins, we live in a continual renewal in Christ.  Here is solid footing for a new life.  Holy people lead holy lives.  No, we are not holy in and of ourselves.  As we have just confessed, we are poor, miserable sinners who justly deserve God’s temporal and eternal punishment.  But the new life we live is not our own.  It is the life, which Christ lives in us.  And since it is Christ’s life, it is a holy, righteous life.

That’s what St. Paul means when he tells you to put off your old unholy self… and put on the new righteous self.  It is not a Law-command, a requirement that you must do to be saved.  Rather, it’s a Gospel-promise; it’s like the Lord saying, “Be healed.”  Here, He says, “By My work and Word, be rid of your sins.”  

This putting off and putting on is precisely what happens here as we gather in the presence of the Lord to receive the forgiveness of sins.

It happened at your Baptism.  There, Jesus shared His death and resurrection with you.  You were buried with Jesus and raised up again, says Romans 6.  The old you was killed—he was drowned!—and the new you was raised up.  Jesus put off your sin and put His righteousness on you.  He declared, “Old Adam will still try to tempt you to give up this new life, but be assured that this day I have made you My own, and I make all things new.”  Live in that new life by drowning Old Adam by daily contrition and repentance, so that the new man should emerge and arise before God in righteousness and purity forever.  

It has happened today in Confession and Absolution.  By the grace of God, you confessed your sin; and the Lord forgave you.  He put off your sin and sent that old man away.  He put on the new righteous man.  He said, “Remember that in your Baptism, you were crucified with Me.  By My grace, I now dwell in you.  Because I am with you, you’re righteous and holy.”

And it will happen at the Lord’s Supper as well.  To His people properly prepared, Jesus says, “You are no longer lost in your sin.  By My Word, you know Me.  And in this Supper, I declare that I know you, too.  I’ve died and risen for you; and here I give you My true body and blood for the forgiveness of sins.  Here, again, I give you My holiness and righteousness.”

It’s by that forgiveness that Jesus makes you holy and righteous.  It’s by that forgiveness that He renews your mind.  So, each Sunday, we come back to Jesus where we know He is: in His Word and in His Sacraments.  Each Sunday, He puts off the old man and clothes us with Himself.

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, rejoice that the Lord has rescued you from the futility of unbelief.  Beware the many temptations that the devil, the world, and your own sinful flesh will use to blind your heart once again.  Rejoice to hear God’s Word of Law and Gospel for you, that you trust not in yourself, but in Jesus who makes holy and righteous.  For by Him, His work and His Word, you put off the old man and put on the new, that is, you are forgiven of all of your sins.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
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