
Sunday 23rd June 2019 
Putting off/Putting on. 

Ephesians 4.20-24. John 11.1-3, 17-44 
 

The language of verse 1 and verse 17 is emphatic. Paul is delivering a command from 
God. Believers, Christians, cannot live as they did before they became Christians. It 
should not be so, and it must not be so. This is not optional, we have to be changed and 
live a different sort of life from what we were before we believed. We are to live 
differently from those who have not yet believed, and who do not believe. We are not to 
live in the ways and with the values embraced by the world because of all that Christ 
has done for us, and because all He calls us to be is contrary to our old ways of 
thinking, old values and old ways of living. We are commanded to live differently 
because we are invited to do so by the power of Christ. 
 
The reason for this is that a Christian is one who had died in Christ and been raised to 
new life in Christ.  If this Regeneration does not lead to change, how do we know that 
we are in fact saved? The evidence of our Election and Justification is by our walk, 
progress, pilgrimage in holiness. This walk involves a change in our ways of thinking, 
acting and living. I should add that this walk is not a smooth path and it is recorded of 
some of the most notable Christians that there were times when they not only wondered 
if they were sincerely saved, but actually felt that they were getting worse! This happens 
as the Holy Spirit delves more deeply into our souls and deals with things we did not 
know were there! 
 
We change because we have been regenerated, we have been brought from the dead 
to life, from darkness to light, from ignorance to revelation. This is a done deed, a gift 
from God through Christ and by the Holy Spirit. Those who are in Christ are new 
creations. There is a new seed of life in us, as John says 1John 3.9. God’s seed, the 
Greek word is ‘sperma,’ the life of God in the soul of man, is now in those who are 
believers. Now consider this, if the life of God is in us, the God who made the heavens 
and the earth, the God who raised Jesus from the dead, the God who enabled Jesus to 
heal the sick, raise the dead, expel demons, multiply food, walk on water, speak like no 
man ever spoke before, if this life is in us, then is it not essential that we become 
different? A light bulb cannot remain dark when there is electricity flowing in it! If the life 
of God is in us who upholds the existence of the Universe, who is infinite, eternal and 
boundless, who is the King of Kings and the Lord of Lord’s, if this life is in us, then it has 
to have an effect. We may not know how it works, but it has to. 
 
Paul is not arguing for a ‘Christian Morality.’ He is arguing for the fruit of a new creation. 
It is because we have been made alive that we can put off our old life and put on the 
new life, created in the image of Jesus. Morality which only has as its focus the ‘putting 
off’ of stuff is a blind and powerless morality. It is the morality of the world that shows 
itself when leaders in all fields say things like, ‘we must ensure this sort of thing never 
happens again,’ yet it does happen again and again. It is the morality that makes a 
drunk or a drug addict promise to change, but has no power to actually enable them do 



so. It is the morality of the New Year resolution that is forgotten or broken by noon on 
the 1st of January. 
 
Resolutions are good and are important, but a resolution in itself has no power to 
enable us to do them. Look at psalm 101. David has a whole catalogue of desires and 
resolutions, I will do this and not that and so on. However look at the last line of verse 2. 
Here is the key to keeping resolutions, the presence and action of God in our lives. It is 
the new life of God in our souls that empowers us to put off and put on, and the new life 
of God in our souls that makes it essential that we do change.   
 
Both putting off and putting on must go together or if not, then it is only a powerless 
morality which will fail us. Think of our own intents and those of others. Think of the 
promises people have made to us and the promises we hear in national life. How many 
of these promises have we been able to keep? Without the two sides of the equation, 
there is no solution.  
 
It is by the power of God that we put off and put on, but we do the putting on and off, we 
are not passive. Romans 8 verse 12 and 13 speak to us about the putting off our old 
nature. It is to be put off by the power of the Spirit, with His help and direction, by His 
instruction and power, but we are not passive in all this. Do you remember the sad story 
of David and Bathsheba? The story does end in redemption because God make all 
things work together for good for those who are called according to His purposes and 
who love Him, Romans 8.28. The redemption of this was the birth of Solomon. However 
the redemption came only after adultery, murder and lies. It cost David dearly, read 
Psalm 51 and see how much David’s, ‘fleeting pleasure of sin’ cost him.  I had a friend 
years ago who was offered something, and he refused it by telling the person involved 
that he could, ‘not afford the high cost of low living.’ If we are Christians, we cannot 
afford the cost of low living. 
 
David’s story is especially sad because it arose so casually. David was at his ease, he 
saw a woman having a bath, and instead of fleeing, he gazed on and sight led to 
temptation, and temptation to the active pursuit of sin. He needed to be watchful, and 
we need to be even more so. David could see things from his roof top which led to his 
downfall. Due to the media and the internet, we can see things from all over the world. 
We can see things that our parents and grandparents did not even know existed, but we 
are less careful than they were in what they let into their lives!    
 
In Chapters 1-3 Paul has laid out the doctrine of salvation. He has told us about 
Justification, what Christ has done for us to make it possible for us to be reconciled to 
God. Justification has to do with what God has purposed for His people, and what Christ 
has done on the Cross to accomplish this. The sum of it is this, Justification relates to, 
and changes our standing with God. We are no longer dead to God, strangers and 
exiles to His life and promises, no longer far away, but brought near to God. All this is 
the work of God for us.  All of this is given freely to us apart from anything we do. It is all 
a gift given to us and received by faith. 
 



However, Paul in chapter 4 and forwards is now giving the application of all of this. We 
are to make a response to all of this. And it is a response of seeking and acting, and so 
growing in holiness.  
 
The process of becoming holy is called Sanctification. ‘Holification’ is not a word, but it 
should be, even though it sounds ugly! Sanctification means becoming holy as Christ is 
holy. This is possible and required of us because of the change in our standing with 
God. I emphasize again that we are not passive in this process of sanctification, but we 
are to be active and co-operate with God in this process. Let me put it this way, 
justification entitles us to become holy as taking out a membership of a gym entitles us 
to use the weights. Just as membership has to be acted on to get strong and fit, so 
justification has to be acted on for us to become holy. We are justified by faith alone, but 
while faith is involved in sanctification, it is a thing we do by putting off our old life, and 
putting on the new. It is not something which is ours by faith alone, it is by acting on 
faith. 
 
Jesus called Lazarus back from the dead and to life. Wonderful! But we read in John 11 
that even though he was now alive, he was wrapped up in grave-clothes. These were 
now inconsistent with him being alive, and he needed help to remove them. He had to 
put off the grave-clothes and be re-clothed. He had to put off and put on. It is the 
removal of the grave-clothes, the trappings, the old way of life and the taking up of new 
life that we do in sanctification. Lazarus had his grave-clothes removed because he was 
alive! They did not drop off automatically, they had to be removed because they were 
not fitting for a living person. Christians are not meant to be Zombies. I will leave each 
of us to finish off that idea! 
 
Putting off and putting on must always go together. It will continue to be so all the days 
of our life on earth, as God goes deeper and deeper into us to clean the depths of 
corruption in us. It will only be completed the other side of death, so be reconciled to an 
on-going journey.  
 
What does it involve to put off our old nature, our sinfulness and willfulness and put on 
the new? 
 
 
It starts with our minds, our thinking and understanding.  We begin to look at who God is 
and what He says and promises. This leads on to a looking at ourselves in the light of 
who we see God to be. We see God as holy, and in the light of His holiness, we begin 
to perceive that we are not holy! This causes us to become intently interested to see 
what God says He can do about this difference between us. Someone once pointed out 
that God does not change, which means we have to. 
 
God is the designer and initiator of Salvation. We need to take to heart what God says 
in the early chapters of Ephesians. We need to think of the passages which tell us that 
before God had created, he had chosen who His people would be. We do not know who 
these are before-hand, hence the message of salvation must be offered to all. However, 



if God has determined in grace and love to redeem before He created, then salvation is 
not a late response of God, neither is it motivated by our fall, but is all of sovereign 
grace. This being so, it is impossible for a salvation offered in this way to prove in-
effective.  
 
Then we look at what our condition in this world is. Again Ephesians tells us the truth. 
We are dead in our sins, beyond hope, aliens and estranged from God. However, in 
Christ, as many as are called and believe are raised to life and brought into union with 
Christ. This is a done deed, it is what makes it possible for us to change. However we 
need to know these things, reckon them true, that is, to work it all out and see it as true 
and then act upon it. All of this requires the engagement of our minds. We do not need 
to be a genius, because our minds are illuminated by the Holy Spirit. Illumination 
happens when we see something as true which before did not mean anything to us, but 
now by the Spirit we see it as being exactly what we need to know. It’s like that moment 
when we suddenly see where a piece of a jig saw fits, it now all makes sense. 
 
We see our sins and faults and we see the life we are now offered. We respond in 
repentance and agreeing with God. All of us who believe have probably given up things 
and practices which we once thought of as of no consequence. If we were to look at the 
later chapters of the epistles, we would see such things as gossip and slander, lying to 
each other, envy and the like called things that we must no longer do. Now the world 
does not consider these especially wrong, and even Christians often do not yet see 
them as wrong, only little sin’s and white lies! It is the Holy Spirit who has the agenda 
that God will follow in each of our Christian lives and who convicts and shows us our 
wrongs. Our duty is to respond in repentance, confessing these things as sin, agreeing 
with God’s verdict on them, and praying for help to lay them aside. That is part of putting 
off. By the way, it is not only sin that God deals with. There are things that are neutral, 
but often God designs that we forgo these as well since they will not be helpful to us.  
 
Putting on goes hand in hand with putting off. Giving up lying goes with telling the truth. 
Giving up stealing goes with doing work so that we can give. Off and on go together, 
always. Holiness is not about giving up, and that alone. Putting off and putting on is 
about becoming more like Christ, more holy, and holiness is God’s path to true 
happiness and contentment.  
 
Sanctification is the putting off  old ways to make place for new habits and practices 
which build spiritual character and strength. People who have recovered from heart 
attacks are often told to walk so many miles a day for their continued health. We stop 
being couch potatoes, and get healthy. Spiritual disciplines are means to the end of 
spiritual health and strength. We take on these disciplines to help us grow in holiness. 
These include reading and meditating on Scripture, prayer, fasting, silence, reading, 
fellowship and regular and devoted involvement with other Christians as a means by 
which we are to grow in our knowledge and relationship with Christ.   
 



Holiness is composed of many things which are the fruit of our acting on God’s word.  It 
means taking on new practices and forming new habits in harmony with what the Bible 
tells us life in Christ is like.  
 
Look at the history of Paul in Acts 9. It was heard that the one who had been 
persecuting the Church was now praying, then preaching and proclaiming that the One 
he had before been cursing was in fact the Messiah. People knew that Paul was now a 
Christian because there was a visible and sustained change in his life. All this happened 
in a dramatic way in Paul’s life. However if you read about him, there is a time line of 
some years between his conversion and all that followed, so even for Paul, 
sanctification was not an overnight event! This being so, we should realise that it will be 
a life-long pilgrimage for us also. 
 
Let me say this, and I have looked at this from the writings of many authors over the 
years. Even by the end of our mortal lives, we will not have gone as far in holiness as 
we could. Neither will we succeed in its fullness. We will always be one step away from 
our old enemies, and there will be continual need for us to be watchful. However, God is 
a generous God and does not reserve blessings to perfection or heaven, so we can also 
anticipate blessings as well as sufferings and conflicts.   
 
All the focus is on Christ. The end is not doing stuff, it is Christ. The end of reading is to 
see Christ and understand His ways better, and to put them into practice. So then, we 
must not live as we did before we believed. Being a Christian commits us to change, 
and if there has never been a change in our living, then we need to look at our 
condition, examine ourselves, and ask why this is so. 
 
As we continue through the Book of Ephesians, we will see Paul’s application of the 
Cross of Christ in relationship to God and then human relationships. His applications 
are far reaching, but these are the results of all that Christ has done and not goals that 
are totally out of reach or that will demean anyone. 

 


