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INTRODUCTION 

I want to begin by looking at a very important verse: 2 Cor. 3:18.  In this verse, Paul explains to 
us that while we are still on earth, God is making us more like Christ: 

2 Co 3:18: And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed 
into the same image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the 
Spirit. 

So while we’re on earth, we are being transformed into the same image of our Lord.  In other 
words, he is growing us to be more like Christ.  We call this sanctification.  Sanctification is 
good news for Christians because it means we don’t have to stay the same.  We have hope of 
change.  In fact, change is expected for a Christian. 

Now as we come to today’s passage in Ephesians, we find perhaps the most important passage in 
the Bible on how Christians grow more like Christ.  How sanctification happens.  This passage is 
foundational to Christian living.  {Read Eph 4:17-24}  

Eph 4:17-24 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. 20 But that is not the way you learned Christ!— 21 assuming that you have 
heard about him and were taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus, 22 to put off your old self, which 
belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful desires,23 and to be 
renewed in the spirit of your minds, 24 and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God 
in true righteousness and holiness. 

 
Last time in vv. 17-19, we read that Paul urged the Ephesians not to live like they did before they 
knew Christ. 

v. 17: “Now I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do. . . “ 

As Christians, we ought to live lives distinct from the world—distinct from how we lived before 
we became Christians.  There should be a sharp contrast. 

• We were formerly futile in mind, but no more. 
• We were formerly darkened in understanding, but no more. 
• We were formerly alienated from the life of God, but no more. 
• We were formerly ignorant of the truth due to our hardness of heart, but no more. 
• We were formerly given to sensuality and greedy for every kind of impurity, but no 

more. 
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So he says: 

v. 20: But that is not the way you learned Christ 

• You didn’t learn Christ with an empty mind. 
• You didn’t learn Christ darkened in your understanding. 
• You didn’t learn Christ in ignorance. 
• You didn’t learn Christ with a hard heart. 
• You didn’t learn Christ walking in gross, filthy impurity. 

You were once, all of that.  But the disease of your soul called hardness of heart that leads to 
futile thinking would never lead to you Christ.  To be led to Christ, you had to have two 
resurrections.  A resurrection of Jesus.  A resurrection of your dead heart to be raised to life; and 
given a new mind.  God did both of those resurrections.  To “learn Christ”, then, is to come to 
know Christ savingly and learn to live as he would have you. 

Now, as Paul reminds these Ephesians in vv. 21-24 what he had previously taught them, we see 
in these verses two steps to growing in Christlikeness.  Here are the two steps to growing more 
like Christ. 

First. . .  

I. GROWING IN CHRISTLIKENESS BEGINS BY KNOWING CHRIST 
SAVINGLY 
v. 20-21: 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 

How did they come to know Christ savingly? 

First. . .  

A. THEY HEARD OF CHRIST 
First, they “heard about him.”  The word “him” is emphatic.  Lit.: “about HIM you have heard.”  
Someone (likely Paul) told them the gospel: that Christ had come to earth, died on the cross, and 
rose again; and faith in him will save you from your sins.  And these Ephesians believed in 
Christ. 

1:13: “In him[Jesus] you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 
believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit” 

So, through the gospel, they had been put in touch with the living and reigning Christ.  They 
learned Christ by hearing about Christ in the gospel.  Second. . .  

B. THEY WERE TAUGHT IN CHRIST 

Again, “in him” is emphatic.  Lit.: “in HIM you were taught.”  They were taught in the 
schoolhouse of Christ. 
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• They were taught the truth about who Jesus is. 
• They were taught the truth about what Jesus did. 
• They were taught the truth about what Jesus said. 

They received all the implications of the nature of Jesus, the works of Jesus, the words of Jesus 
through apostolic teaching.  And all who are saved today are taught in him as they read and study 
the Scriptures and are taught by those gifted by Christ to teach.  This is what it means to learn 
Christ.  They were saved in Christ and discipled in Christ.  Jesus is truly “the author and 
perfecter of our faith” (Heb 12:2). 

If growing in Christlikeness begins by knowing Christ savingly (that is, by hearing and 
responding to the gospel), how do you then keep on growing like Christ after you’re saved? 

The answer is that. . .  

II. GROWING IN CHRISTLIKENESS CONTINUES BY BECOMING WHO WE 
ARE 

We have been made new in Christ. 

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

Positionally, that’s been done.  We are new.  Therefore, we should act like it.  If we’re the King’s 
kids, we should think, feel, and behave like we’re his children rather than children of the devil.  
Our practice should match our position.  We should be who we are.  As Paul says in 4:1, we 
should “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which we’ve been called.  Because we’ve been 
called of God, we are to walk in a manner worthy of that calling. 

Here, in vv. 22-24, Paul gives three commands; three steps for change: 

1. put off your old self 
2. be renewed in the spirit of your minds 
3. put on the new self 

Once saved, this is how we change.  Whether the sin is: Lust, Anger, Worry, Lying, Laziness, 
Indulgence, Greediness, Discontentment, Apathy, Pride, Jealousy.  Whatever it is. Where you 
see sin in your life; this is the path to growing in holiness.  This is how Christians change. 

So, how do we become who we are? First. . .  

A. BY PUTTING OFF OUR OLD SELF 

v. 22: you were taught. . . to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life 
and is corrupt through deceitful desires,   

The imagery Paul uses here is changing your clothes.   “Put off your old self.”  Then, v. 24: “Put 
on the new self.”  What you wear says something about you.   
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The idea is that the kind of clothing you wear depends on who you are and the role you’re 
fulfilling.  In a similar way, we know this in our day-to-day life. 

• An astronaut wears different clothing than a farmer. 
• Men should wear different clothing and accessories than women. 
• If you’re going to wedding, you wear one kind of clothes 
• If you’re going to a funeral, you wear a different kind of clothes. 
• If you’re graduating, you wear a graduation gown. 
• For work, you may have a certain wardrobe that you don’t wear on weekends. 

What we wear reflects something about us. It tells a story.  So because Christians are no longer 
like those who don’t know Christ, spiritually speaking, we’re to change our clothes.  We’re to no 
longer wear the filthy rags we had on, but we are to be clothed as God is.  So then, what does 
Paul mean by “old self” and “new self”?   

“Put off your old self. . . put on your new self.”  What is the garment of the old self and the 
garment of the new self?  How would we define that?  What should we be taking off and putting 
on?  The first clue as to what the “old self” is comes from within the verse.  “Put off your old 
self, which belongs to your former manner of life.”  So your old self is characterized by the way 
you used to live before you knew Christ.  It’s characterized by what we saw in vv. 17-19.   

Another clue is in v. 25 where the same root Gk word for “put off” is used again.   

v.25: “Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his 
neighbor” 

“put away” same root word as “put off.”  So one example of the old self would be bad practices 
and habits, like lying. 

One more clue is in the parallel passage in Colossian 3:8-9: 

Col 3:8-9: But now you must put them all away [same word]: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and 
obscene talk from your mouth. Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off [different 
word, but a synonym] the old self with its practices. 

So the “old self” isn’t simply bad practices, because here they’ve put off the old self WITH its 
practices.  It’s bad practices and something more. 

So here’s the conclusion we can draw:  The old self is the whole manner of life that I used to live 
before Christ.  It’s the bundle of attitudes, thoughts, emotions, and habits that I used to be.  So, 
Paul is saying: cast off the old attitudes, emotions and practices that characterize a life that 
doesn’t follow Christ.  Walk away. RUN away.  Turn from them. Repent. Resolve to move away 
from them.  But if you stop there, you may be thought of as moral by outsiders, but you haven’t 
shown yourself to be a Christian.  This isn’t a call to empty yourself of bad habits.  The devil 
loves emptiness and moral self-improvement where the rooms of your heart appear to be swept-
clean. 
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Mt 12:43-45: “When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it passes through waterless 
places seeking rest, but finds none. Then it says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came.’ 
And when it comes, it finds the house empty, swept, and put in order. Then it goes and brings 
with it seven other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and dwell there, and the last state of 
that person is worse than the first.” 

Moralism not only leads to hell, but may lead to demonic corruption.  So what else does Paul 
say? 

The second step in becoming who we are is. . .  

B. BY PUTTING ON THE NEW SELF 

Jump down to. . .  

v. 24: and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and 
holiness. 

There must be a compliment to putting off the old self.  Shedding our old clothes, we are to put 
on our new clothes.  Growth as a Christian is a continual laying aside of the old self and putting 
on the new self. 

The “new self” is the attitudes, thoughts, emotions, and practices that Christ has called us to.  We 
are to live up to who we are in Christ.  We are new in Christ, yet we still struggle with sin. We 
still struggle with our flesh.  And therefore, we must wage a battle against our flesh by casting 
off the old-self practices and putting on the practices of holiness and righteousness. 

Rom 8:13: “if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” 

We are to walk in the new life that God has given you.  Put off and put on is the way of the 
Christian life.  Yet, we so often don’t consider the whole of it.  We try to get rid of a sin without 
replacing it with holiness.  You lay awake in your bed at night, anxious about tomorrow. And 
you tell yourself, “Don’t worry. Don’t be anxious.”  And it never occurs to you that your pep talk 
will never work unless you replace the worry with trust in the sovereign power of God, the 
infinite wisdom of God, and the indescribable love of God for you.   

You read the blog and you feel jealousy because you don’t have her house and her organizational 
system and her décor and the discontentment creeps in.  And though you know it’s wrong, you 
grow bitter because you don’t replace the discontentment with a habit of thanksgiving.  Put off. 
Put on.  Put off. Put on.  That’s the Christian way of growth. 

But, we’re still missing something.  So far, it still sounds like moralism.  Work real hard to stop 
doing bad stuff and start doing good stuff.  Is that what Christian change is about?  Exchanging a 
list of immoral behaviors with a new list of moral behaviors?  Just, changing your moral to-do 
lists?  No. 

And you can tell what Paul is teaching isn’t moral self-improvement because your new clothes—
this new self—is created.  And not by you. 
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v. 24: “put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.” 

Created by God into the likeness of God.  We are, after all, “his workmanship, created in Christ 
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (2:10).  
God creates the new person we are to put on.  He creates the new me.  He tells me to be holy and 
he creates my holiness.  That’s not self-improvement. 

So the solution to Christian change isn’t: God saved you, now by mere act of the will, go change 
yourself.  What’s missing there?  And you can intuit the answer: God is missing. 

Gal 3:3: “Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?” 

So, if Christian change isn’t merely an exercise of my will, how does this change happen and 
what am I supposed to do? 

The answer is the third step in how we become who we are. We grow in Christlikeness. . .  

C. BY BEING RENEWED IN THE SPIRIT OF OUR MINDS 

v. 23: “ be renewed in the spirit of your minds” 

Verse 23 is the bridge between putting off and putting on.  What enables us to put off and put on  
is v. 23.  The way that God creates our holiness so that we’re shaped in to shaped to be more like 
Christ is we are renewed in the spirit of our minds.  A translation that brings this idea out is: “and 
being renewed in the spirit of your mind, put on the new self.” 

Notice: “be renewed” is passive.  This renewal is being done to you.  You have a role, as we’ll 
see. But God is doing this.  It’s also in the present tense—which means this is an ongoing 
process—a continual renewing. 

So how does this work?  How does God renew the spirit of our minds?  I should mention that 
“spirit of your mind” means that your mind has a mindset. Your mind has a posture. It has a bent.  
How does your mind’s mindset get renewed ongoing.  How does the renewed mind happen?  
The key is recognizing how all three of these steps are linked.  Notice that:  

the old self is fueled by deception: (v.22: “deceitful desires.”) 

the new self is fueled by truth (v. 24): 

ESV: true righteousness and holiness 

NAS: righteousness and holiness of the truth [indicating the source of the righteousness 
and holiness is the truth] 

And the bridge between those is the renewing of the spirit of the mind (where truth and deceit get 
acted upon).  So how does God renew your mind?  If deception is the problem. Truth is the 
solution.  So God renews your mind through the truth.  And we know we’re on the right track 
here because Jesus prayed for his disciples in Jn 17:17: “Sanctify them in the truth. Your Word is 
truth.”  So truth sanctifies. Truth makes Christians holy. And the truth is the word. 
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God renews your mind and the means he uses is the word of God.  So give yourself with all your 
might to filling your mind with the Word of God.  Because this is how he renews your mind.  
This is a radical transformation that isn’t behavior modification or a simple determination of the 
will.  He uses the Word of God to change your mindset. He changes your posture. He changes 
your bent.  So that what you ought to do is what you want to do.  And what you want to do is 
what you ought to do.  This is the process of putting off and putting on. 

So using the Word of God, God renews your mind. And the thoughts, attitudes, emotions, and 
actions that flow out of your mind are yours in one sense, because they came out of your mind.  
But they are created by God in another sense, because he’s the one who renewed your mind 
through the Word of God.  So you are acting and God is acting.  God is renewing your mind. 
You are putting off and putting on. 

So you say: “You know, it really helps me if you give an example of how this work so that I can 
put all the pieces together.”  Would you like that?  Well, Paul’s glad you asked because not only 
did he write vv. 22, 23, and 24, he also wrote verse 25, which gives a specific illustration of how 
these principles work.  In fact, verses 25-32 are a series of examples on how this works.  And 
we’ll begin there the next time we’re in Ephesians (so you can study those verses in the 
meantime).  And by the time we get done with those verses, this will be crystal clear. 

But to recap. . .  

CONCLUSION 

The way we grow into Christlikeness is this:  First, by knowing Christ savingly.  And, second, by 
becoming who we are: 

• By putting off your old self 
• By being renewed in the spirit of your minds 
• By putting on the new self 

This is how we grow into the likeness of Christ.  And the key to your new life in Christ is to fill 
your mind with the Word of God.  This is the fuel for the renewal of your mind.  As that 
happens, your thoughts and attitudes and emotions begin to change, and so do your actions—
your putting off and putting on. 

So I call on you again: give yourself with all your might to filling your mind with the Word of 
God.  You don’t have to wait until Jan 1 to get back into the habit of Bible reading. 
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