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Walking in the finest 
Ephesians 4.17-32 

 
We all know the story of the King who had no clothes on. It takes a child to 
shout out what everyone knows, but don’t want to say for fear of being the 
only un-wise people in the crowd. What if the story was a little different?  
What if the King was in filthy rags and not just his undies? What if the King 
was actually a bit of a wretch, who never washed, and couldn’t be bothered 
to dip into his wardrobe each day a pick out some fine garment. How would 
it be if the King ate, slept, did his gardening and went about until the 
clothes fell off his back? Weeks of not being changed, washed or renewed? 
It would be a very smelly disgrace! How should a king dress? It should be 
in the finest of garments. It should be in their glad rags! They should 
appear in their finest! 
 
Whenever we see royalty and presidents at state events, they have 
scrubbed up and turned out well. We see photos of Her Majesty in her old 
clothes when out and about on Balmoral Estate, but never when out on the 
balcony of the palace. 
 
The message of the Bible is that because of the fall and sin, we are all 
clothed in filthy rags, morally and sometimes actually, we cannot come into 
the King’s banquet in this condition, nor into His presence, unless we are 
cleaned up and re-clothed. 
 
This is what the first 3 chapters of Ephesians is about. We are told there 
what Jesus has done to change our condition and appearance before the 
Father. We have been chosen to be given salvation, to be made members 
of God’s family. Formally we were strangers and exiles, we were dead to 
God because of our sin and were unable and unwilling to come to God.  
We have been justified through the shedding of the blood of Jesus. This 
deals with our sin. Sin is removed from us so that in God’s eyes it is just-
as-if-I’d never sinned. Jesus has brought us into a relationship with Himself 
and hence a relationship with the Father, and re-clothed us in His own 
Righteousness. This Righteousness is His perfect obedience to the Father 
which deals with our dirty disobedient clothes. The old are taken away, and 
the new given. All this He has done by becoming our substitute and 
mediator to bring us to the Father. 
 



Now Paul is applying all this most pointedly in this passage in chapter 4. 
We are being told that we should not come to God still in filthy clothes, 
since He has made us rich, it is a disgrace to live like a bag person when 
we have been adopted and made heirs of unimaginable moral, spiritual and 
otherworldly riches. 
 
Despite this great exchange, there is still confusion about it all. Some 
people say that if we have been re-clothed by Christ, then that is it all done 
and dusted and we can now live as we like without any concern. However, 
what Christ has done for us is to, as it were, give us a whole new wardrobe 
of clean clothes to wear. He has credited them to our account, they are 
given to us, however, what we have to do is put them on and wear them! 
That, I hope, seems reasonable enough to us all. 
 
However there are a few steps between us being given new clothes and 
appearing in them. There is the matter of the removal of our old clothes and 
being actually washed and cleaned before we put on the new clothes. Can 
you imagine the distress of the Father if He gives new clothes, has a bath 
run for us, sends in a servant, the Holy Spirit, with soap and a scrubbing 
brush, but we ignore all this and turn up at the meal in our old rags. Worse 
still, do you think it would please the Father if we put on new clothes over 
the old? Eventually all would be found out as an unpleasant smell 
emanated from under our golden silk suit! Sadly, this is how we often 
behave. This, by the way, is why repentance is a daily duty, it’s like taking a 
shower every day to clean muck and stuff that clings to us during the day. 
 
To be cleaned up, to put on the new clothes given to us, is called 
sanctification. Sanctification is the process of becoming holy, becoming 
Christ like and being transformed from what we were to the people that 
God invites us, and requires us to be. Have you ever met someone who 
has come into money, but they have not learned how to behave as a 
wealthy person? They can be obnoxious, rude, and heartless. It is not that 
they are poor, it is that they have not taken off one way of being and put on 
another, old money and new!  Holiness is not an option. If we are not 
becoming holy, it will provoke God. The gift of salvation is not something 
that we take or set aside as it suits us. It’s like a parachute jump, once we 
are out of the plane, the only option is to do it, or crash to the ground. Once 
we jump off the diving board we either dive or belly flop. We are to become 
holy and to do so in God’s way, not ours! That is another matter, and it is 
the cause of great trouble in the middle class western Church.  



 
Notice two injunctions, demands as it were, that Paul presents to us. 
 
4.1 ‘I urged you to live worthy of our calling.’ Our calling is what Christ 
desires us to become because of what He has done for us on the Cross. If 
we do not give attention to our calling to become holy, it is as if we are 
scorning His sacrifice on our behalf, as if we are saying to Christ that there 
is no big deal in what He has done. It’s like the child who says to his 
parents when angry or selfish, that he never asked to be born! What a brat! 
I can remember saying that at least once to my parents. It was probably 
only their sacrificial love that led them not to do away with me on the spot!  
 
4.17 tells us that we must not live as we did before we came to faith in 
Christ. We must not live like the Gentiles. We must not live like everyone 
else. There is so much pressure to conform to the pattern and values of the 
world. Christians are not to do so, and we don’t have to be obnoxious about 
it. The world may persecute us even if we decline to follow its way in the 
kindest and most gracious manner.  
 
The mark of life outside Christ, purely physical, natural life, is futility. The 
whole world lives there. Romans chapter one tells us that by natural 
wisdom and pride, we claim to be wise, but only become more foolish. That 
is a heavy claim that the world denies by pointing to our achievements and 
inventions. It is true, there is much wisdom in the world, but it is entirely 
worldly. The book of James tells us of a wisdom that comes down from 
above, from God that is different from the wisdom of the world.  
 
The world says, ’get all you can, and can all you get.’ Get rich, express 
yourself, be confident, self-assertive, charismatic, stand up for your rights. 
In contrast, Jesus said that the person who is to be envied, who is blessed 
and happy is the one who realizes that they are poor in spirit, who are 
meek, who hunger and thirst after righteousness, who are merciful. When 
was the last time we saw that on a CV or job application? What do you 
think would happen in a general election if a candidate entered on a ticket 
of meekness and humility? 
 
The wisdom of the world put Jesus on the Cross. The wisdom of the world 
tells us we can live without God, His Law and His life. The wisdom of the 
world tells us not to worry about what happens one second after we die. 
That is, and should be, a big concern, but the siren wisdom of the world 



lulls millions to sleep! The question remains for us all, where will we spend 
eternity? That question has to be decided in this life. The wisdom of the 
world gave us plastics which were meant to be a great benefit to us, but 
now we discover are killing us. Worldly wisdom gave us economic growth, 
which is now killing our planet, and natural wisdom has given us great 
inventions which we have turned into weapons to kill each other! The 
inventions may not be un-wise, but we seem to be foolish in how we use 
them! 
 
We must not live in filthy rags, because in Christ new clothes and 
relationship and standing with God has been procured. It is a disgrace to 
live as a pauper when we are heirs of the King. It is a disgrace to live as 
slaves when we are sons and daughters of the Monarch. Even the prodigal 
did not return as a servant, but was restored to the dignity of a son, new 
clothes and all! It was what the father wanted for his son. 
 
This process of wearing the new garments of salvation is called a walk, it is 
a pilgrimage, a journey to become and live as the Kings children. This does 
not happen all at once, and it is not completed in this life, but will continue 
through this life and be completed at Christs return. Col. 3.4 when Christ 
appears in glory, then we will be completed too. It is called a walk because 
we are to give constant attention to it, it is not a once off thing. Some days 
we will walk a good distance, other days, the path will be steep and our 
progress slow. What we should strive and pray not to do is to sit down 
under a tree and fall asleep. There is that story about the tortoise and the 
hare. It is OK to plod, to limp, to stumble along, but we are to keep going 
uphill, down dale, in rain or shine.  
 
In the meantime, during the course of this life, we are to give ourselves to 
the process, the journey, of becoming holy. This involves our whole beings, 
body, mind, soul and spirit, time. Energy and money. (Buy a good Bible, 
read books.) Romans 12.2 tells us where the process of transformation 
begins. It begins by our minds being changed. We have to begin to become 
familiar and to accept and reckon our new status as true. Do you remember 
the Generation Game? Some expert would show a skill to the contestants 
of the game, and they then had to try their hands at the skill. The expert 
made it all look so easy, but the contestants usually made a mess of it 
because they had not grasped the principles and had never tried to do 
them before. If you are a golfer, you see the ease with which Tiger Woods 
swings and the ball soars off into the distance – easy! However, when I try, 



I have neither grasped the principles, nor gained the technique, and the ball 
stays on the tee, and a chunk of grass and soil rumbles off into the 
distance. 
 
It is the same with becoming holy. We need to be growing in our 
understanding of the truth of the process, the objective to which we are 
heading, and the means we are to engage with to get there, and this 
means growing in our knowledge of the Bible. The only way of having our 
minds renewed is to get the old rubbish out, and new truth in! 
 
That all seems reasonable, I hope. However, have you ever tried to get rid 
of old stuff? It is often very resistant to being ouster! Perhaps we are 
scared of heights, or flying, or dogs or whatever else. We see a dog coming 
towards us. It is only a little dog. It is on a lead. It is old and so probably is 
half blind, weak and toothless, but we are still scared. 
 
Romans 8.13 talks about Mortification. Mortification is the process of 
putting things to death. It is the application of the Death and Resurrection of 
Christ. We are to apply the Cross such that we die to self, and so be killing 
the weights and sin in us. This is what Ephesians 4.22 is telling us to do, to 
put off the old clothes, to kill the sinful stuff in us. This is not something 
which will happen overnight. We can have great release from sin, but still 
we need to keep keeping sin down and having the death and resurrection 
of Christ applied to our souls deeper and deeper. All this is by the aid and 
power of the Holy Spirit, we are not talking about self-help or how to 
material, but God at work in us. Then there is putting on the new clothes, 
the new life. Ephesians 4.24 speaks about this. Notice the place of our 
minds in this, our outlook and understanding, what we think about and what 
we dwell on, all of these need to be changed and renewed.  
 
This is the process of becoming, of growing up into Christ, and is a doctrine 
that is sadly neglected in the west, the necessity and the possibility of 
holiness because of Christ. 
 
I don’t want to say much more at this point because it is important that we 
don’t just read this or hear it and assume that we can take it or leave it. It 
really does matter that we grow from holiness to holiness. We have to 
come to terms with this necessity, upon which our eternal destiny hangs. If 
we ignore the salvation that is offered in Christ, we have only ourselves to 
blame. One of the ways that we can be assured of our salvation is by being 



concerned about holiness and actually doing something about it and so 
growing in holiness. Without holiness, none of us will see God, so it 
matters. 
 
Please do take some time to read the Scriptures mentioned and to ponder 
them, and then to make a response to them. 
 
More next time – the nitty gritty of putting off and putting on, 
Death/Resurrection. 


