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LIVE TO GIVE 
Ephesians 4:28 (No. 32) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
November 29, 2015 

INTRODUCTION  

Read 4:20-32 

Eph 4:20-32 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. 
25 Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are 
members one of another. 26 Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, 27 and give 
no opportunity to the devil. 28 Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work 
with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need. 29 Let no corrupting talk 
come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may 
give grace to those who hear. 30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for 
the day of redemption. 31 Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from 
you, along with all malice. 32 Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in 
Christ forgave you. 
 

Our focus will be on v. 28. We’re skipping a few verses and we’ll come back to them next week.  What 
would the world be like if there was no theft? Can you imagine that? 

• No locks 
• No keys for cars 
• No passcodes. 
• No trade secrets 
• No security cameras inside stores to catch shoplifters. 
• Perhaps no cashiers 

If tomorrow no one in the world ever stole anything anymore, what a different world this would be.  But 
that’s not the world we live in.  And that’s not the world Paul lived in.  Sometimes we believe this 
fantasy, that it was better in the olden days.  But since the Fall, sin has always been with man.  The 
world has always been sinful.  And God’s people have always been sinful.  So Paul gives this instruction 
to Christians.   

In those days, in that culture, when a laborer was out of work, there was no welfare system.  So the 
temptation to steal would have been great.  But for the Christian, even if he was out of work, even then, 
he should not steal because that behavior is characterized by the old life before Christ.  It’s what 
unbelievers do, but it shouldn’t be the behavior of believers.  After all, we’re the ones whose Father 
owns the whole earth and has promised us the earth as our inheritance. 

We know that stealing comes in many forms: 
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• There’s the common form of stealing which is taking what isn’t yours or taking more than what 
you’ve been allotted 

• Then there’s the stealing done at work: 
o Coming in late; clocking out early 
o Extending breaks beyond their limit 
o Using employer time for personal time 
o Shoddy work for an unfair price 
o Billing or charging for work not done 

• There’s relational stealing 
o Stealing spouses 
o Stealing affections 

• There’s ego stealing 
o Stealing credit 
o Attributing to yourself what others have done 

We’ve seen stealing vividly played out before us in recent months in rioting and looting.  What is in 
them, was in us.  The truth is we are all glory thieves.  We boast in who we are or what we’ve done.  
Never mind the fact that all of our days, all of our strength, all of our intellectual capacity is given by 
God.  We attempt to rob God of his glory every time we sin.  We crave a way that’s different than God’s 
way.  We act on our own authority, with our own morality, and go our own way. 

Now, the kind of stealing Paul has in mind in verse 28 is the financial kind. 

Eph 4:28: Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so 
that he may have something to share with anyone in need. 

Being a Christian doesn’t make us immune from the temptation to steal.  But we know that the desire to 
steal comes from the old self—our flesh and not from the Holy Spirit. 

Jesus said in Matt 15:19-20, “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual 
immorality, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person.” 

Theft comes from the heart.  So the root of the problem is deep, not superficial.  In order for change to 
occur, it can’t be mere behavior modification. We need our hearts to change. 

Recap of Christian Change 

Paul has told us how this deep, heart change takes place in the life of a Christian back in vv. 22-24. He 
tells us. . .  

Eph 4:22-24: 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. 

So the way Christian change occurs is through the putting off of the thoughts, emotions, and behaviors 
that characterize our old self and to put on the thoughts, emotions, and behaviors the characterize who 
we are as new creations in Christ.  But there’s more to it than that.  It’s not uniquely Christian to stop 
doing bad stuff and start doing good stuff.  If you tell someone to stop stealing because God says not to, 
and they stop stealing, you haven’t proved that they’re a Christian. 
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Maybe they stop because they don’t want to go to jail.  What makes Christian change different is two-
fold. 

1) Christians are changed from the inside-out. 

2) We’re being made into the likeness of God’s perfect Son, Jesus Christ. 

So how does inside-out change happen?  v. 23 ~ through the renewal of the spirit of your minds.  God’s 
truth comes into your mind as you read, hear, meditate on, memorize, study the Scriptures.  And God 
uses that as the means to change your heart and your behavior—from the inside-out. 

Your flesh is prone to believe lies. 

Eph 4:22: to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through 
deceitful desires, 

Deceit is the enemy of the truth and therefore is the enemy of growing more like Christ.  Your flesh tells 
you: “Don’t deny yourself. Take it. You deserve this. They owe it to you anyway. Get it while you can. 
If you don’t take it, you won’t have enough.”  And if you give in to the lie—if you act on the lie—you 
sin.  But if you replace the lie with truth and act on it—you respond in righteousness and holiness. 

Eph 4:24: and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness. 

The change comes about by believing truths from God and acting upon them.  “Believing what God 
says” is another way of saying acting in faith.  Faith tells you: “Believe that God will provide for you as 
you obey him. Believe that by denying your cravings to steal, he will reward you. Trust him. He’s 
enough for you.” 

So for whatever sin you are tempted with, you can ask these questions: 

1. What’s the sin I must put off? 
2. What’s the righteousness that I should replace it with and put on? 
3. What truths of God should I believe as I obey God in this area? 

Acting in faith is trusting God to help us even as we strive for holiness.  It’s saying, God, I can’t without 
you, so help me even as I act to obey you right now, trusting in your truths.  This pattern of inside-out 
change is illustrated in five ways in vv. 25-32.  Verse 28 is the third application in Paul’s list and I want 
you to notice again the pattern Paul gives: First, he gives the negative behavior to put off.  Then, he 
gives the positive behavior to put on.  Then, he gives a theological reason to obey God.  Put off—put on-
-- be renewed in your mind as you consider God’s truth. 

So let’s see this in v. 28 as it relates to stealing. First, he says in effect. . .  

I. DON’T STEAL TO GET 

Let the thief no longer steal. . .  

Just as we saw with lying, the Scriptures are clear about the sinfulness of stealing. 

Ex 20:15: “You shall not steal.” (8th commandment) 
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1 Co 6:9-10: Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 
deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice 
homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the 
kingdom of God. 

So this is serious! Unrepentant thieves go to hell.  And yet we know that repentant thieves are forgiven 
and go to heaven because of the thief on the cross to whom Jesus said, “Today, you will be with me in 
paradise.”  So one way of getting is through stealing.  Getting what we need or want through stealing 
characterizes a life of unbelief in the truths of God. 

Now what’s the positive to put on? Don’t steal to get, but instead. . .  

II. WORK TO GET 

but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands 

 “Labor” = Gk. kopia,w = has the sense of laboring to the point of weariness or exhaustion.  Present 
imperative verb = this should now become the regular practice of the Christian.  So, Christian, let your 
regular means of obtaining what you need be hard work.  Now let’s think a little bit about the nature of 
work biblically. 

First. . .  

A. WE WERE CREATED FOR WORK 

Being made in God’s image, we were made as workers. 

Ge 1:1: In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 

The first thing we learn about God in the Scriptures is that he is preexistent (eternal): “in the beginning.”  
But the second thing we learn about who God is in the Scriptures is that he is a worker: “God created the 
heavens and the earth.” 

In fact, God not only worked in creation, Scripture also says he: 

• Works to sustain the universe (Heb 1:3) 
• Works in providence (1 Chron 29:11) 
• Works in judgment (Acts 17:31) 
• Works in redemption (Gal 4:4-5) 

Jesus also works: 

• No doubt he worked growing up 
• Works to redeem his people (Gal 3:13) 
• Works to build his church (Matt 16:18) 
• He intercedes for his people (Rom 8:34) 
• He prepares a place for his bride (Jn 14:1-3) 

And the Holy Spirit works: 
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• Convicting sinners (Jn 16:8) 
• Regenerating sinners (Titus 3:5) 
• Indwelling believers (2 Tim 1:14) 

So the whole Trinity is involved in work. 

Back to Genesis, God created man in his image in 1:27: 

“So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created 
them.” 

And what’s the first thing we find man doing in the Scriptures? 

Ge 2:15: The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it. 

Work it and keep it. Create and maintain.  So we were made as workers.  Work was God’s plan for man 
from the beginning.  Now notice when the Fall occurs.  Not until Genesis 3, right?  So man was made as 
a worker before the Fall.  So the Fall didn’t create work, it cursed work.  

Ge 3:17-19: And to Adam he said, “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife and have eaten of 
the tree of which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’ cursed is the ground because of you; in pain 
you shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat 
the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, till you return to the ground, for out 
of it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” 

The Fall and its curses didn’t make work bad, it made work hard and painful.  And if man worked prior 
to the Fall and after the Fall, why would we expect any different in the New Heavens and New Earth? 

The second thing I want you to see about work is that. . .  

B. WORK IS GOD’S ORDINARY MEANS OF PROVIDING FOR US 

There are seasons of unemployment to be sure. And there is the grace of government assistance when 
times are difficult.  But work is God’s ordinary, appointed means of providing for us. 

2 Th 3:10-13: For even when we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not 
willing to work, let him not eat. For we hear that some among you walk in idleness, not busy at work, but 
busybodies. Now such persons we command and encourage in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work 
quietly and to earn their own living. As for you, brothers, do not grow weary in doing good. 

So work for provision. Those who lack food or other provisions because of idleness are in sin.  A man 
should go to bed feeling like a man, not a sluggard. 

Third. . .  

C. WORK IS A GIFT 

Eph 2:10: For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them. 

So God creates us and the work we are to do.  Therefore, it’s all a gift from God. 
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Verse 28 also says “let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands.” 

The point isn’t that you have to work with your hands to be doing real work, the point is responsibility.  
Take work into your own hands in order to provide for yourself.  So, again, the point isn’t the kind of 
work you do.  You may be retired from your career or a student or a stay-at-home mom.  The point isn’t 
the kind of work you do, the point is that you aren’t idle if you’re able-bodied.  Find something to do 
that’s honest work.  And be sure you’re providing for your needs so you’re not tempted to steal. 

The word “honest” is more often translated “good.”  Whatever you do in life, do something that benefits 
others. Be beneficial.  You were “created in Christ Jesus for good works,” therefore do as your heavenly 
Father did when he created the world--- he created the whole world “good.” 

Finally, what’s the theological motivation Paul gives? We could summarize it like this. . .  

III. WORK TO GIVE 

v.28: so that he may have something to share with anyone in need. 

John Piper is so helpful here. He observes that there is a progression here from an inferior to a superior 
way of life. 

“First, you can steal in order to have. Second, you can work in order to have. Third, you can work in 
order to give. The first two ways of life describe an illegal and a legal way of satisfying the drive of 
covetousness and greed. You can be driven by greed to steal and you can be driven by greed to work. 
One is illegal; the other is legal. Both are sinful. 

“That is why Paul doesn't stop there. Working in order to have is perhaps an American ideal—if you 
earned it you should have it. But it is NOT a Christian ideal. The most radical thing about this text is that 
we are commanded to do all our secular work with a view to meeting the needs of others. You can live 
to HAVE, either legally or illegally. Or you can become a Christian and live to give.” 

So motivations really matter to God.  God isn’t simply concerned with what you do, but the manner in 
which you do it.  So the command isn’t simply to stop stealing. Nor it simply to work hard.  But work to 
give generously.  Be a conduit of grace.  Make your working a means of gracing.  This is the Christian 
way to view a job.  Not merely as a way of providing for your needs and (more often) wants.  But a job 
is a way to grace others.  A job is a way to earn enough to meet others’ needs.  This makes tedium 
transformative.  This is the way to reverse the curse.  You gain not only by providing for yourself, but 
also by providing for others.  Paul says it like this in Acts 20:35: 

“In all things I have shown you that by working hard in this way we must help the weak and remember 
the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’” 

And wouldn’t Jesus know?  Who has given more than him?  He came to earth as a baby.  He died on a 
cross at the hands of sinful man.  He offers forgiveness by trusting in him to rebel enemies who don’t 
want him. 

CONCLUSION 
So if in your working, you aim to work in order to be a conduit of grace to others, you shine as a light of 
Jesus into the world.  And it doesn’t matter whether: 
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• you’re a child who does school work or house chores, or  
• a parent whose days are filled with laundry, dishes, and cleaning up, or 
• full-time college student, or  
• you’re retired, or 
• you’re in the middle of your career— 

Whatever it is, demonstrate that you’re a Christian by putting off all forms of stealing, putting on the 
desire to wear your body out for Jesus so that you can be generous.  Live to give.  That’s the Jesus way 
of work. 
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