
Series Title / The Blessed Life 
A study through the letter to the Ephesians 

12-2-18 Barriers to the Blessed Life 

   
A Call to Live the Blessed Life (Chapters 4-6) 
After establishing the reasons and ground for our celebration of the blessed life in Christ, Paul now turns 
his attention to an application of those truths. What does it look like for the believer and the church to 
live these privileges out in our day to day lives?  

The Main Text: Eph. 4:17-19, 30 
17 So I say this, and insist in the Lord, that you no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their 
thinking. 18 They are darkened in their understanding, being alienated from the life of God because of 
the ignorance that is in them due to the hardness of their hearts. 19 Because they are callous, they have 
given themselves over to indecency for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness… And do 
not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.  

Now, he has already identified most of them as Gentile believers who have been included in the 
family of God along with believing Jews, and he has reminded them of what they once were. Remember, 
he says in Ch. 2 “what you once were—without the Messiah, aliens and strangers to the promises and 
covenants of Abraham, Moses, and David—having no hope without God in the world…” Now, he doesn’t 
just want to remind them of what they were, he wants to encourage them not to live as they once 
did.  

1. Summary of a worthy life from last week (4:15-16) 
• A healthy church is one that confesses the truth in devotion (4:15a), that grows fully in 

submission to Jesus’ Lordship (4:15b), that functions properly in unison (4:16), knitted and 
bound together in the essentials of the faith (4:16a), furnished with diverse spiritual gifts for 
service (4:16b). (God is not the author of “sameness”—God is the author of essential unity and 
diverse expression within the body) 

Illus. Me and my brother got together with some of our friends in the neighborhood where we grew 
up and decided to create this makeshift BMX Bike ramp in our backyard. The first iteration of it was 
harmless enough. Just a brick base, a couple of old boards from dad’s shed—and we were living out our 
dreams as neighborhood daredevils. But as is the case with anything that gives you an adrenaline rush, 
soon your appetite for bigger and more dangerous stunts grows. We found more cinder blocks and made 
the ramp higher and higher. We also had the brilliant idea to set the ramp up right in front of my mom’s 
clothes line to see if we could make it over the clothes line.  
We made multiple attempts, often landing in the wires. Finally we gave up before, oh, I don’t know, one 
of us became decapitated or something.  

Now, I think you would agree that that particular behavior was not preceded by right thinking.  

The Main Idea: The greatest barrier we face in living worthy of the Gospel is our thinking.  

Paul is going to address this barrier we face to living fully in the blessed Christian life—allowing ourselves 
to begin to think in a manner that is not consistent with our stated beliefs.  
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Paul refers to broken thinking as… 

2. Futile thinking: in the world we learned the wrong way (4:17-19). 
We use the word “futile” to refer to “pointless and vain exertion.” It is effort expended in vain 
or without effect. 
Illus. My kids who used to attack the waves at the Oregon Coast with their little plastic shovels and 
rakes. And they’d run screaming down to the waves as the ocean crashed white at their little feet and 
they’d try to beat the waves back into the vast sea with their little rakes. Run howling up the beach to 
where I sat, and then repeat the whole thing all over again until their tired little bodies collapsed in the 
gray sand. That is the picture of futility. The waves will crash and the sea will foam and the tides will 
come in and out—regardless of how much effort was exerted by children with plastic farming 
implements—it was to no avail. Utterly, entirely FUTILE.   

Futile thinking is thinking that is not informed, conditioned by, nor is it nourished in God’s revealed truth 
in the Word. That doesn’t mean that as a scientist, businessman, engineer, healthcare professional or a 
public-school teacher that the answer for every problem you face in your vocation is somewhere in the 
Bible. I mean obviously. The Bible is not a science book, it’s not a manual for industrial engineering, has 
nearly nothing to say about healthcare, and could not possibly imagine a world in which there was a 
publicly funded school system of the sort we have today. Our world would be as foreign to them as their 
culture is to us. But God’s Word contains his truth on redemptive matters, it contains the value 
system of the Kingdom, and the ethical principles of coming age of restoration.  

The cure for wrongheaded and futile thinking is a mind that has been informed by, 
renewed with, and nourished in God’s revealed word. When we have businessmen, engineers, 
nurses and doctors and teachers and architects—who have taken God’s truth in redemption matters deep 
and regularly into the heart, we will have people in the world who live meaningfully, 
intentionally, and impactfully. 

Now Paul’s Pagans didn’t have a Christian worldview, they had a pagan mindset. They had empty, vain 
and pointless ways of looking at the world and solving the problems they thought were in it. 
In particular, the unbelieving Gentiles attempted to solve life’s problems through… 

• Idolatry—was intended to resolve the issue of angry and oppressive petty gods who ruled by 
fear. But Paul comes along and introduces these pagan Gentiles to a supreme, singular God of 
the universe who loves them so much that he gave his one and only Son to die on a cross—and 
all those who believe by faith receive saving grace. Transforming grace. This was revelation to 
religion-weary Gentiles.  

The Greek’s second solution to ancient problems… 
• Philosophy—the pagans also tried to solve the enigmas of the world through hollow and 

deceptive, man-made philosophy. Paul says to the Colossians in 2:8 “Be careful not to allow 
anyone to captivate you through an empty, deceitful philosophy that is according to human 
traditions and the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ.” They likely 
interpreted Paul to be another itinerate philosopher. But it became clear to many of them that 
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Paul’s message wasn’t some contrived and hollow nonsense of useless Greek philosophy. Paul’s 
message was so striking, so counter-intuitive, so jarring at first: God’s Son died on a Roman 
cross. And he is the atonement for our sins, and has poured out his Spirit on all believers.  

The Gospel exposes the futility of man-made religion.  
The Gospel exposes the futility of man-made philosophy.  
The greatest truths of the Christian faith have been revealed in Christ, through the Apostles’ teaching, 
and now captured in a Sacred Text.  
So, when we were in the world, we just learned the wrong way to think.  

Now Paul will unpack that thought. Here’s what wrongheaded religion and philosophy looks like… 
• with darkened understanding (4:18) 
Darkened here is in contrast to the believer who has been enlightened, having received wisdom and 
revelation of Christ and his Cross, the believer is now able to see God’s plan unfolding in the world… 
Illus. Lost in the Dark. Cold. Wet. Blind. And no gear. I read a number of stories this week from hikers 
and backpackers who have been lost a time or two in the woods. Some of their situations became life-
or-death, as they experienced a range of setbacks including losing gear downstream, unable to dry out 
after fording a river; losing glasses or contacts and unable to see one’s way through the trail. In nearly 
all those stories one caution: mental strength. Staying alert is difficult when one is deprived of food, 
shelter, rest, or oxygen. The result of experiencing extreme deprivation is a lack of mental acuity—
feeling confusion. 

This idea in the text of a darkened understanding is like that. Humanity has experienced a general 
deprivation of God’s presence. The conscious awareness that he is ever-present. When it comes to 
spiritual and redemption matters, men are darkened in their thinking. And once the lights go out to God 
and his truth in our thoughts—the way we think, then the life produces the fruit of an unlit conscience. 
Not only is no one home, but the light isn’t on. 

The issue with Darkened understanding is the loss of a spiritual faculty we had back in the garden 
where we enjoyed an intimate and immediate experience of God’s manifest, revealed presence. It 
is a diminished spiritual capacity to encounter God as he truly is, and to understand His truth as it truly 
is.  

Illus. My Father in Law was a silver miner by trade. He told me about this equipment that he ran and 
repaired in the silver mines, but they used to use donkeys or mules—second and third generation mules 
who never saw the light of day. They were born underground. 
After they upgraded the mineshafts and outfitted them with more sophisticated machinery to do the 
work, they no longer had any use for the donkeys. So they brought them up and as soon as they came 
into the sunlight, they went blind. It’s because they had lived so long accustomed to the darkness—
they had not developed the photo receptors to process the light.  

This is why the Scripture says, “No man may see the face (glory) of God and live.” But Paul also says in  
2 Cor. 3:18 “And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a 
mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes 
from the Lord, the Spirit.” 
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The Spirit reveals the glory of the Lord to us and we are furnished with the spiritual faculty to again 
walk with God, to know God as he has revealed himself, and to understand his truth. And the glory 
the Spirit reveals transforms us. If we want a godly disposition then we must turn our gaze upon the 
Lord.  
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Not only is our understanding darkened to God and his truth, but we have become… 
• alienated from God’s life (4:18b) 
And so the result is that we’ve been alienated from God. 18 They are darkened in their understanding, 
being alienated from the life of God. 
 We’ve become estranged from the fullness of his presence. John 1:1-4 says that In the beginning was 
the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God—he was with God in the beginning and all 
things (the full spectrum of the created order) came into existence by him; and not one thing that exists 
has come into existence without him. 4. “In Him was life, and the life was the light of mankind. And the 
light shines into the darkness, but the darkness has not overcome it. 9. The true light, who gives light to 
everyone, was coming into the world. 10 He was in the world, and the world was created by him, but the 
world did not recognize him. ” 
That passage reminds us of how things were supposed to be. We were supposed to live in eternal, 
unbroken fellowship with God. In him was the light of creation, in him we were alive to God.  

• So without Him (the eternal Word) nothing can exist that does exist.  

• And apart from Him nothing can have true unending eternal life. You can draw pictures of geysers 
on your prison cell all day long but if you don’t have a well then you don’t have water. If we don’t 
have Christ then we don’t have life.  

• But our sin has darkened our minds, leaving us with a diminished capacity for truth and direct 
experience with God.  

• And our sin has alienated us from the life of God. We are estranged, cut off from his chosen 
people. 

 And this is because we are… 
• ignorant and hardened to the truth (4:18b) 
Ignorance is the opposite of a knowledge state. It’s the state of not having adequate or sufficient 
knowledge of something. There are lots of things that I’m ignorant about. How a computer or a smart 
phone works. To me, that sort of technology is basically magic. It’s a black box. I just know that when I 
hit the little button, the lights and turn on and cool stuff happens. That’s pretty much the extent of my 
knowledge on that.  
Illus. My little boy Logan kept hearing people call me “Doctor Kennedy”—and they did that for fun. He 
asked “You can heal people?” I said, “No. I’m not that kind of doctor…” 
Most of the time our ignorance is harmless. My ignorance of how a plan works is not going to stop anyone 
from flying. 

But ignorance over spiritual matters isn’t like not knowing how to operate a computer. Sure, you may be 
missing out on some helpful productivity tools to make your time and life more efficient. But, if you 
never used a computer you’d probably be ok.  
But ignorance of the path of redemption, and the transforming power of God’s grace is a grave matter. It 
is like being in a car and suddenly realizing, you don’t know the first thing about how to drive. And 
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what’s worse, you’re the one behind the wheel. Everyone in that car’s life is now in jeopardy including 
your own.  

• granite hearts (4:19a) 
A hardened heart is the cause of a darkened mind to the truth, an estranged life from God’s life, and an 
ignorant person regarding redemption matters.  

Jesus gave the parable of the sower, the seed and the soil in Mt. 13. In that parable he said the seed 
(the Gospel of the Kingdom) is broadcast by the farmer on all kinds of soil. Some soil was shallow, it 
produced temporary results. Some soil was full of thorns and sticker weeds—it grew but was choked out 
by the cares and concerns of this worldly life—some soil was productive and receptive and healthy. 
Taking the message of the Gospel deep and producing the Kingdom’s crop.  
But to me, the saddest patch of ground of all of them—is the hardened soil. The path well-beaten with 
sin, cynicism, resentment, skepticism. And the seed of the Gospel never even had a chance to penetrate 
the heart of granite stone.  

• reckless and insatiable (4:19b) 
ultimately, it is a life out of control. Recklessly living for self and according to one’s own philosophy 
which is ignorant and uninformed in the gospel.  
Ultimately this is a life that is driven by the insatiable desires of the flesh… 
Illus. I’ve had family and friends over the years who have broken my heart over this. Professing 
believers who lived with fiery and bold faith, but have fallen into old patterns and empty ways of 
thinking… 

17 So I say this, I insist that you not live as the unsaved Gentiles do—in the futility and vanity of 
wrongheadedness. 18 Having been darkened in their understanding to God and his truth, having been 
alienated from the life that comes only in Christ Jesus because their ignorance and hardness of heart, 
19 which has led to a morally reckless life and an insatiable thirst that cannot be slaked for more… And 
do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.  

The barrier to living in the fullness of God’s blessings in Christ is just wrong thinking.  

Closing/Worship team returns: If you’re here today and you’re not a believer, you can be transformed 
by his grace and truth—the living Word… 

If you’re here today and you are a believer, but you realize that you’ve still embraced some unwise ways 
of thinking apart from the enlightenment of God’s Word, apart from the life that is in Christ, and it has 
led you to harden your soul and live thoughtlessly…Paul would say “Don’t miss out on the good life 
believer. Don’t file these extravagant blessings away or tuck them in the back of your Bible and miss out 
on the light, the life that is yours in Christ Jesus.” 
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