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THE SOUL’S SICKNESS 
Ephesians 4:17-19 (No. 28) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
November 1, 2015 

INTRODUCTION 

What makes a person a Christian? 

• Not the decision to join a church. 
• Not baptism. 
• Not a testimony. 
• Not improved morality. 
• Not conviction of sin. 

Rather, a person is a Christian when he has been given a new nature. 

2 Cor. 5:17: ‘If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has 
come.” 

Christians live with a new nature—the old self has died; the new self in Christ is alive.  We continue 
to wear the remaining garment of sinful flesh that causes Christians to sin.  But we are to live in a 
way that reflects our newness of life. 

1 Pe 1:15: but as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct 

1 Jn 2:15-17: Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of 
the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes 
and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world. And the world is passing away 
along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever. 

Eph 4:1: I. . .  urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, 

So because of our new nature given to us by God through faith, we ought to act differently than we 
did before we became a Christian.  We ought to act differently that those who aren’t in Christ.  
Differently than the world. 

Connect to Context 

And that brings us to our passage in Ephesians 4:17-19.  Paul’s letter to the Ephesian believers can be 
outlined down the middle: 

• Ch 1-3: position of the church (mostly doctrinal, few exhortations) 
• Ch 4-6: practice of the church (mostly practical, many exhortations to live in a certain way) 

Now, in this latter half of the book, Paul exhorts us to walk/live in view of the doctrines in chapters 
1-3.  You can outline chapters 4-6 by tracing the word “walk”: 



www.tccathens.org 

2 

 

• 4:1-16: walk in unity (4:1: “walk in a manner worthy. . . (v.3) eager to maintain the unity of 
the Spirit”) 

• 4:17-32: walk in holiness (4:17: “you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do”) 
• 5:1-6: walk in love (5:2: “walk in love”) 
• 5:7-14: walk in light (5:8: “at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. 

Walk as children of light” 
• 5:15-6:9: “walk in wisdom (5:15: “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as 

wise”) 

Now in our present section, Paul begins by addressing these Christians like this. . .  

Eph 4:17-19 17 Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles 
do, in the futility of their minds. 18 They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of 
God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. 19 They have become 
callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity.   
 
Notice the weight of Paul’s words in v. 17: 

 
Eph 4:17: Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do 

This is a solemn introduction!  Testify = verbal form of the noun for witness.  Like an oath made in 
court to tell the truth or suffer consequences.  The word automatically conveys solemnity.  Paul is 
calling upon the Lord to bear witness to the truth and importance of his command that follows.  And 
his main message is this: you must not walk as the Gentiles do.  The Gentiles to a Jew meant anyone 
who was a non-Jew. 

But Paul also uses the word as a broader term to identify those who don’t know the true God. 

1 Th 4:4-5: this is the will of God. . . that each one of you know how to control his own body in 
holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God; 

The Gentiles are those throughout the world who don’t have a relationship with the true and only 
God.  And Paul says, you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do—You must no longer live like the 
world.  You must no longer live like unbelievers or your former way of life.  There is to be a 
separation in your life.  You lived that way before. But not now. 

• Not now that you’re a new creation. 
• Not now that you’re in Christ. 
• Not now that you’ve been adopted into God’s family. 

Now you’re to live your life worthy of God’s calling for you (4:1).  Now you are to live godly, holy 
lives.  Now there must be separation between how you live and how you once lived: in your thought 
life, in your desires, in your behavior, in your plans, in your aspirations.  A Christian who has not 
been transformed is not a Christian.  There must be a change.  There must be a progression.   

Now, to drive this point, Paul describes the life of unbelief in the starkest of terms.  In verses 17-19, 
Paul describes the life of unbelief.  He shows us where it leads.  He shows us the sinfulness of sin. 
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We see the human soul as God sees it.  We see the sin-sickness of the soul in unbelief.  On the human 
level, it may not seem like every unbeliever is like this.  But as God sees it, he sees the true nature of 
those walking in unbelief.  Paul gets to the root problems of the human soul apart from Christ. 

It won’t do any good to tell people how to manage their anger, money, time, sexuality, and tongue (as 
he does in the next two chapters), if the disease that affects all these things is not cured.  Here, we see 
six diseases of the unbelieving soul.  They are presented from the general to the specific.  And they 
are presented to give us resolve to walk in newness of life rather than as those who don’t know God 
(the Gentiles). 

The first disease of the unbelieving soul is. . .  

I. FUTILITY 

v. 17: you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds. 

Futility = various transl. in context “idle, empty, fruitless, useless, powerless.” 

Jews in Paul’s days use to refer to Gentile idols as empty (same word); and so Gentiles who 
worshipped these idols were thought of as “empty-minded.” 

The mind in the Greek world encompassed: 

• The basic idea of thinking 
• The moral attitude/disposition (he had a mind to. . . ) 
• The plan of someone that came about by thought (he made up his mind) 
• The heart or inner person 

Here, Paul says there is an emptiness to the unbelieving mind.  It may be filled with all the world’s 
wisdom and knowledge.  Yet it is fruitless. It is futile.  But futile in what way?  Futile in that it is 
unable to perceive God’s revelation for which it was designed.  To the unbelieving mind: God’s 
revelation is empty.  To God: the unbelieving mind is empty.  The unbelieving mind is lost in a kind 
of moral purposelessness. 

Tx: The second disease of the sin-sick soul is. . .  

II. DARKNESS 

v. 18: They are darkened in their understanding 

Understanding refers to their reasoning process.  The unbelieving mind reasons in the dark. 

Coming to Christ isn't a matter of argumentation. 

• It isn't a matter of evidence. 
• It isn't a matter of logic. 

If it were, we would simply need to construct the best case for Christianity and give it out to people. 
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And some people think this is the case: you simply need to make a good argument and people will 
come to saving faith.  It doesn't work like that because the mind is so tainted by sin that the truth 
itself won't lead a person to Christ without the Holy Spirit changing the nature of the person's mind.  
The unbelieving mind works with the lights off.  The Holy Spirit doesn't come and give people better 
proofs.  He comes and changes the nature of the mind in order to truly understand God's revelation.  
Logic, evidence, reasoned argumentation about Christianity aren’t unimportant.  They have their 
place.  But they are insufficient to convict and save because the problem is at the root level.  The 
problem is in our nature. 

You can no more ask a rock to sing like a bird than to get a sinner to understand the glories of God-- 
unless the Spirit of Christ breaks in.  You didn’t come to Christ because you were smart enough to 
connect the dots.  Faith isn’t an argument or a logical inference.  Nevertheless, faith is logical, 
reasonable, and rational when the lights of your mind have been turned on by the Holy Spirit. 

Tx: Third, before Christ, we suffered from. . .  

III. ALIENATION 

v. 18: They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God 

Darkness refers to their condition.  Alienation refers to their position.  All those in unbelief are 
alienated from the life of God.  Alienated means strangers to that life.  They are cut off from the life 
of God.   

“Life” in the Scriptures is both a condition of existence (alive vs. dead) and a quality of living (to 
really live).  In Deut 30, life with God was the thing Israel was promised if they walked in step with 
him.  {read Deut 30:15-20; called “the most important covenant promise to Israel”}. 

Deut 30:15-20 15 “See, I have set before you today life and good, death and evil. 16 If you obey the 
commandments of the LORD your God that I command you today, by loving the LORD your God, by 
walking in his ways, and by keeping his commandments and his statutes and his rules, then you shall 
live and multiply, and the LORD your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to take 
possession of it. 17 But if your heart turns away, and you will not hear, but are drawn away to worship 
other gods and serve them, 18 I declare to you today, that you shall surely perish. You shall not live 
long in the land that you are going over the Jordan to enter and possess. 19 I call heaven and earth to 
witness against you today, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse. Therefore 
choose life, that you and your offspring may live, 20 loving the LORD your God, obeying his voice and 
holding fast to him, for he is your life and length of days, that you may dwell in the land that 
the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give them.” 

 
Set before them is the choice of life and death.  And this is a picture of what is offered to all now 
through the gospel.  True, lasting, satisfying, (even) eternal life is life with God.  We are saved to 
spend our lives with God.  That’s why Jesus says he goes to heaven to prepare a place for us in John 
14.  And that’s why Revelation ends with a description of the new heavens and earth. The point isn’t 
the place so much as this is where we will spend our lives with God!  But the unbelieving soul is a 
stranger to God.  They live without living.  Now, what’s the cause of their alienation. We see the 
answer in the next phrase and the fourth disease of the unbelieving soul. .  
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IV. IGNORANCE 

v. 18: They are. . . alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them 

Did you notice the word “because?”  The cause of alienation from God is ignorance.  The ignorance 
in them causes the separation from God.  This is a deep ignorance.  As one pastor said, “Apart from 
spiritual light I can know ten thousand things, but I can’t know the true meaning of anything—not 
one thing. Because to know the meaning of a thing is to know why it exists. So until I know in my 
heart that every molecule in this universe exists for the sake of Jesus Christ, I don’t know the final 
meaning of anything. I misunderstand everything, until the [ignorance] is taken away” (Piper). 

This is not an innocent ignorance.  {Look over at Romans 1:18-23} 

Rom 1:18-23 18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known 
about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, 
his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the 
world,[a] in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 21 For although they knew 
God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, 
and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23 and exchanged the 
glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping 
things. 

 
This isn’t innocent ignorance, but willful ignorance.  They’ve chosen to ignore the evidence God has 
laid before them.  And therefore, they are “without excuse” (1:23; 2:1).  And notice Paul is careful to 
place the ignorance “in them.”  The problem is internal, not external.  There’s no “the devil made me 
do it.”  This is a willing rejection. A morally culpable, willful ignorance. 

And if you asked: so where does this ignorance come from? Why are they willfully ignorant? The 
answer is our fifth malady of the unbelieving soul. . .  

V. HARDNESS 

v. 18: the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. 

“Due to”!  They are ignorant because their hearts are hard.  Their heart is like a stone to Christ.  
Christ is not attractive to them. He does not move them. They do not delight in him.  So hardness of 
heart is a deeper problem than ignorance.  This hardness is evil. It is blameworthy.  It is a heart 
against God—just as Pharaoh in the time of Moses.  Jesus was grieved by hard hearts (Mk 3:5).  A 
hard heart will not allow the truths of God to penetrate.  It will not accept God’s revelation.  It refuses 
the truth.  

Now watch the progression. We’ve drilled down from the general to the specific.  So walk through 
these first five in reverse. 

• Hard hearts cause ignorance. 
• Ignorance causes alienation. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Rom+1%3A18-23&version=ESV#fen-ESV-27935a
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• Alienation causes their mind to be darkened. 
• And darkness causes futility of mind. 

What a devastating critique of the soul of an unbeliever.  But Paul isn’t done. There’s a lifestyle that 
goes along with the character Paul has described in v.17-18. The final disease is. . .  

VI. SENSUALITY 

v. 19: They have become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every 
kind of impurity. 

The hardness of heart becomes a kind of callousness to God’s truths.  Callous means insensitivity; a 
loss of conscience.  Over time, a life of hardness of heart becomes a life that has so seared their 
conscience that it is calloused over.  And when you’re insensitive to the laws of God, you give 
yourself up to sensuality.  Sensuality = unrestrained debauchery.  Means to do something openly 
without shame.  It’s the desire to be unrestrained in your desires.  Freedom with no moral boundaries.  
In 2 Peter. 2:7: the word is used to refer to the wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah.  In Paul’s usage 
of the word sensuality elsewhere in his writings, it’s always connected to sexual immorality. 

Gal 5:19: Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality. 

2 Cor 12:21: I fear that. . . I may have to mourn over many of those who sinned earlier and have not 
repented of the impurity, sexual immorality, and sensuality that they have practiced. 

Rom 13:13: Let us walk properly as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual 
immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling and jealousy. 

The result of sensuality is a lust for more.  It’s never satisfied. It craves more.  That’s what’s meant 
by “greedy.”  The etymology of the word literally is “I have more; I want more.”  Sensuality breeds a 
personal greediness to satisfy lusts at deeper and deeper levels.  And yet never really being satisfied.  
And Paul says, “greedy to practice every kind of impurity.”   

Practice refers to a person’s work, occupation, business.  They make impurity their business.  They 
are preoccupied with impurity.  Impurity is used to refer to the uncleanness and foulness of a wound.  
It’s moral filth. 

CONCLUSION 

So this is the condition of the soul in unbelief from God’s perspective.  The Great Physician gives the 
diagnosis of the human soul apart from Christ. 

1. Futility 
2. Darkness 
3. Alienation 
4. Ignorance 
5. Hardness 
6. Sensuality 



www.tccathens.org 

7 

 

So Paul says, you are no longer to walk like that.  We Christians are to be a people who are holy.  So 
where you see these characteristics in you—flee!  Examine yourself to make sure you are truly in the 
faith.  And repent of your sin and resolve that by the Spirit’s help, you will live as you were called in 
your new life.  How do you do that?  That’s next week in the verses that follow. 


	INTRODUCTION
	Eph 4:17-19 17 Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds. 18 They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in the...
	Notice the weight of Paul’s words in v. 17:
	Deut 30:15-20 15 “See, I have set before you today life and good, death and evil. 16 If you obey the commandments of the Lord your God that I command you today, by loving the Lord your God, by walking in his ways, and by keeping his commandments and h...
	Rom 1:18-23 18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 ...
	CONCLUSION

