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Please turn to Ephesians 4:17,  

"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. 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. They have become callous and have given 
themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. 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, 
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 
likeliness of God in true righteousness and holiness." 

Thank you to Lily Nichol for reading the Scripture so well this morning. Lily is serving with the high school 
students this summer as one of our college summer interns. She is one of eight college students who 
were willing to come back this summer and to invest in our kids and our students. Thank you, Lily. Thank 
you, all the other interns who are here with us this morning. One of the challenges they have to face is 
all the construction that's taking place over on that kids' side of the building. During that construction, 
throughout the summer, as we are witnessing the transformation of our church building, we're asking 
the question. How can we also witness the transformation of the church itself? That is the people whom 
God has gathered into this spiritual family. 

You know, in Ephesians Chapter 3 verse 10, Paul says, "The church is the manifold wisdom of God." In 
other words, what he's saying is that God says, look, I want my people in the way that they love each 
other, serve each other submit to each other, resolve conflicts with each other and the way that we give 
our money and our time generously. God wants to see the way that we seek the flourishing of our city, 
in the way that we go on mission trips together and in the way that overflows into how we parent and 
our marriages. God says he wants, through the church, to be able to show the world a people who 
would astonish the world, for his very wisdom for life to be put on display through his people, the 
church." 

You say, "The church? This church?" We're great people, don't get me wrong, but we fall short in so 
many ways. In spite of all of our brokenness and our sin and our shortcomings, and yet, nevertheless, 
God says, "Yes, that's who I want my people to become. That's who I want to transform them to be, the 
very manifold wisdom of God." Really, that's what the Book of Ephesians is all about as we've been 
walking through it and we've seen that over the last few weeks. Who is it that God longs for his church 
to be in our life together? In the passage that Lily just read for us a moment ago and what Paul shows us 
is that if we're going to even begin to experience that kind of transformation individually as a people, it's 
going to include the renewal of our minds, the way that we think together and our patterns of thought. 



Maybe you noticed in the passage actually Paul uses eight different words that all reference the life of 
the mind, understanding, learning, ignorance and the renewal of our minds. In fact, in other places in 
the New Testament, Paul says in 2 Corinthians 10, he says, "Take every thought captive and make it 
obedient to Jesus." In Romans Chapter 12 verse 2, he says, "Don't be conformed to the pattern of this 
world, but be transformed." How? By the renewal of your mind. Paul says if we're going to change 
individually, if we're going to change as a people, if we're going to be transformed, it's going to include 
the renewal of our minds. I think Paul here toward that end would suggest to us that we ought to 
consider two questions together. 

First, what is that way of thinking, what's that pattern of thought that we need to be renewed from? 
Then, secondly, how can our way of thinking be renewed? We'll look at those two together. Here we go. 
First, what's the way of thinking we need to be renewed from? You might have noticed Paul tells us in 
verse 17, he says, "You must no longer walk as the Gentiles do." That word Gentiles, it's a way for Paul to 
refer to all people who do not know the one true God through Jesus Christ. He says, "You must no longer 
walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds." That word futility, it means empty, means 
pointless. It means meaningless. You see, what Paul is not saying here, he's not saying that if you're not 
a Christian that you are not smart. You might be intellectually brilliant. You might be one of the leading 
thinkers in our world. 

Yet, Paul says that no matter how many compelling TED talks you may have given, no matter how many 
ingenious inventions you've created, no matter how many incredible business ventures you have 
launched, when nobody else saw the opportunity in the market, you did it’s futile without Jesus.  He 
says in spite of all of your intellectual prowess, if you do not know that there is a God it is futile. If you 
do now know the God who is there, if you're not confident of your connection with this God through the 
love and the grace of Jesus Christ, Paul says all of that mental energy, all of that intellectual thought in 
the end ultimately, it is futile. It's empty. It's meaningless. He says the human mind apart from Jesus 
Christ, in many ways, it's like a car that's in neutral. Maybe you're revving the engine. The engine is 
turning over, but you can't seem to get it in gear. It's not actually going anywhere at all. It's not taking 
you anywhere. 

I realize that if you're here today and you're not a Christian, you're exploring who is Jesus. Maybe your 
friends, you thought you were being invited to a World Cup watching party. They dragged you to church 
here this morning. Maybe you take some offense to what Paul would say here. You'd say, "Look, Paul. 
Fine. Look, we don't believe the same thing. Maybe I don't believe in God. I don't have a relationship 
through Jesus, but who are you to tell me that my life, my thinking is meaningless, that it's futile?" I 
think Paul would counter to that. He would say listen, just because you do not realize that it's futile 
doesn't mean that it is not true. In fact, I think he would challenge you. 

He would say something like if you really take the time to think about it, if you're willing to really take 
that view of the world to its logical conclusion, if you believe that there is no God, you believe there's no 
life after death, history isn't actually going anywhere at all, then ultimately everything that we look to, 
all of our intellectual activity is, in the end, meaningless. Everything we look to for meaning in the end 
will be taken away. Think about it. What are those things that we look to for meaning in our lives? 
They're maybe the shallower things. You say look to beauty or achievement, to money or to sex, but if 
you dig a little bit deeper, and you say, "What are some of the deeper things? What about love? That 
would give my life meaning if you could find somebody who really loves you and you love in return. 



Maybe you're a romantic genius. You're one of those people. Your proposal puts everybody else's to 
shame. Somehow, you woo and pursue this person in spite of all your flaws to commit their life to you. 
You say, "Now I've found meaning. I've got love." Yet, ultimately, one day, that person is going to die. 
One day, you are going to die. One day, that love will be taken away. It will be no more. Maybe you say, 
"Okay. I'm going to be a person who makes a difference in this world. I'm going to make the world a 
better place. I'm going to work to make it better." That's wonderful. That's great, but if you believe that 
history isn't really going anywhere, that your life is really just a product of chance, that one day the sun 
is going to burn out, that's going to be it. It will cease to exist. Well, then, even still, your efforts, they 
are meaningless. 

Bertrand Russell was an atheist philosopher in the 20th century. Here's how he puts it. He says, "If this is 
your view of the world," which it was his, "man is the product of causes which have no provision of the 
end they were achieving. That his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs are but 
the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms." If your life is an accident, if ultimately this world is 
going to just cease to exist, that's it, then everything that you do doesn't matter. You live a good life, you 
live a terrible life, successful, not successful, kind, violent, in the end, it's all going to burn up. Nobody's 
going to remember anything that you've done. Nobody's going to remember you. Nobody's going to 
remember anything that anyone has ever done. There will be nobody left even to remember, futility. 

How's that for an encouraging start to your Sunday morning? It's dark. It's depressing. It's bleak. You 
think, "Gosh, I can't live like that. There's no way I could go through life believing that that's true." Yet, 
there's Paul's point. There's his point because he says, "Look, if you want to hold onto this worldview 
that there's no God or if you want to live your life without reference to God, the only way that you can 
have real meaning and significance for your life is if you deceive yourself. If you delude yourself, you 
trick yourself into thinking these things really do matter, they really do have meaning." It's futility. What 
Paul says ultimately, what happens is that we chase after our meaning where it really can't be found. 
We end up giving ourselves over to these things. 

Maybe you give yourself over to your work or you give yourself over to a certain relationship. You think, 
"If I could just have more and more." Like an addict, we crave more and more. Yet, we find that we're 
ultimately left unfulfilled. It's a chasing after the wind. It's futility. You might say, "Well, gosh. Why 
would anybody want to live like that? Why would you want to live in that kind of meaninglessness? Why 
wouldn't you want to have a relationship with the God who alone is the source of all meaning and 
purpose? Why wouldn't you want to be able to have meaning and significance for your life which comes 
from him?" Yet, Paul tells us in these verses here. Doesn't he? The reason why anyone would be 
separated from the life of God, chasing meaning where it can't be found, it's not because there's not 
enough information. It's not because God hasn't revealed himself to us. He has ultimately in the person 
of Jesus. 

He says the reason why we are trapped in this futility of thinking is due to the hardness of heart. He 
says, at the end of the day, the reason why we don't want this relationship with God is because we want 
to be our own god. We want to be able to rule over our own lives. We want to decide what we think is 
ultimately going to be good for us. Paul says in Romans 1 what we do is we actually suppress the truth of 
God that we do know in order that we can be effectively our own gods. Now, of course, one of the ways 
that you can do that, obviously, is by rejecting religion. You say, "I don't believe in God," or, "I'm going to 
effectively pretend that he's not there so I can do what I want." For some people, that's called college. 
You go, and you sort of live however you want. You pretend that God's not there so that you can do 



that. A hardness of heart leads you to sort of reject religion. You chase after meaning where it can't be 
found. 

That's one way. That's the more obvious way. Actually, you can have just as hardened of a heart, you 
can be just as separated from the life of God, chasing things in futility through religion as well. Think 
about who Paul is addressing here when he speaks of the Gentiles, trapped in their futility. Yeah, some 
of the Gentiles were atheists, but most of them were incredibly religious. I mean, they had gods. They 
had temples. They had priests. They had sacrifices. They were very religious people. Paul says they're 
just as futile in their thinking. You say, "How could that be?" A couple of weeks ago, I was riding in an 
Uber in San Francisco on my way to the airport. I was talking to the Uber driver, and I noticed that 
hanging from his rear-view mirror was a rosary. It was these beads in the shape of a cross. 

I asked him, I said, "I noticed that cross hanging from your rear-view mirror. Does that have any 
significance to you?" He said, "No." I thought to myself, "That's really strange because it's hanging from 
your rear-view mirror. Why is it there?" I said, "Why is it hanging from your rear-view mirror?" He said, 
"Because my mom gave it to me, and she's very religious. She's Roman Catholic, and she thinks that if I 
have it in my car and if maybe I touch it or if I pray, then God's going to keep me from getting into an 
accident." I said to him, I said, "Do you believe that that's true?" He said, "Well, no." I said, "Well, why 
not?" He said, "Well, I figure that people who are religious, they get into car accidents too." I thought, 
"That's a pretty good point." 

He said, "Beyond that, I grew up in church. I went, and I heard the prayers and the rituals and the 
penance. For me, that just never really connected. I guess I'm not a very religious person." I said to him, 
"Then you'd probably get along great with Jesus." He said, "Come again?" I said, "Yeah, because in Jesus' 
life and teaching and ministry, it was often the religious people that he was most critical of. They were 
the ones who tended to be most offended by his teaching." He said, "Now this I got to hear." I said, 
"Okay, well, can I tell you about one time when Jesus told a story to some very religious people called 
the Pharisees in Luke 15? Maybe you've heard that story before." I said, "Jesus tells a story. There's a 
father. He has two sons. The younger son comes to the father. He says, 'Look, I don't want a relationship 
with you. I just want your stuff so that I can go out and chase my meaning and my happiness where I 
think it can be found.'" 

One way is to sort of harden your heart toward God. You don't want a relationship with him. You reject 
religion. You don't believe in him. You go pursue your happiness elsewhere, but then there's a second 
son in that story too. Right? The older son, the one who's incredibly religious, the one who's moral, the 
one who follows all of the rules. Yet, ultimately, why does he do that? Does he do it out of his love for 
the father? No, he does it to get leverage over the father. He does it so that he can tell the father how 
he thinks his life should be run. Then, when his life is not being run that way, maybe if there was a car 
accident or maybe when he welcomes this brother of his graciously back into the family, brings him back 
into the inheritance, he's furious, and his heart is just as hardened toward God. He's just as separated 
from the life of God. He's just as trapped in this futility of thinking that he can find his meaning and his 
purpose for life apart from a relationship with God. 

It can be through rejecting religion, but it can also be through embracing religion. So long as you do not 
know God, you don't have a relationship with him based on the grace of Jesus Christ. That's the state of 
the human mind. The good news is that we don't have to stay there. We can change. I got an email 
recently from a friend of mine in college. I reached out. This was a guy who we would talk about Jesus a 
little bit then. He wasn't very interested. Honestly, he was one of those people who said if he could just 



pay to get a degree without ever having to go to class, he would have been happy to do that. All he 
wanted was the opportunity to get a high-paying job after college, to be successful, to make a lot of 
money, and he's done that. He's been incredibly successful since he's left college. Yet, recently, he 
began to feel like all of it was empty. He said, "It just feels so meaningless. Is this really what my life is all 
about?" 

A friend invited him to a church. He's going to a great church now in New York City. He's starting to 
discover that Jesus makes so much sense of his life, of his deepest longings and desires in a way that he 
never thought possible before. He's drawn to the love of Jesus. He hasn't surrendered to him yet, but 
he's on that path. I think of that same Uber driver. He told me, he said, "In all my years, I've never heard 
the message of God's grace." He said, "I had no idea that the way that we are accepted and welcomed 
into relationship with God has nothing to do with what we do. We can't earn it. We can't deserve it. It's 
solely on the basis of what Jesus has done for us, his perfect record that he lived in our place, his 
willingness to endure the judgment for our sin. Because of that, the father throws his arms around us. 
He welcomes us into his family forever." He said, "Where is a church in San Francisco I can go to where 
I'm going to hear that message of grace?" 

When I got out of the car, he said to me, he said, "Maybe next time I see you, I'll be a follower of Jesus 
too." Maybe he'll come to that place where, as Paul puts it, he learns Christ, where he discovers the 
truth that is found in Jesus Christ and where he realizes that his life is not an accident. He will realize 
that he's been created for a purpose, that he has been redeemed by Jesus Christ, welcomed into God's 
family and now part of the people of God. Maybe he will come to that place where he knows that there 
is a love that can never be taken away. A place that our lives do matter, that everything that we do for 
Jesus Christ makes a difference that will echo into eternity. Maybe he too will be swept up into this 
mission to bring renewal to all things, a mission that is so much bigger than any one of us. 

You see, what Paul is saying to the Ephesians, what he's saying to us then is if you have found your life in 
Jesus Christ, why would you get sucked into seeking it where it cannot be found? Why would you get 
pulled back into that place of hardness of heart where you're chasing after your meaning, where you 
can't really find it? Why would you think, "Look, if only I had that relationship. If only I had that other 
person in my life. If only I had a better job. If only I had more money. If only I had more beauty, then I'd 
have meaning. Then, I'd have significance"? Paul says, "Look, that's futility. Why are you still chasing 
after that?" The way of thinking, first, that we need to be renewed. Then, secondly, how can our way of 
thinking actually be renewed? 

Of course, in many ways, that's what the whole Bible is about as we read God's word, as we saturate our 
minds with his truth. Any disciple who wants to really be a follower of Jesus will try to engage with 
Scripture on your own and in church, as we gather together. He impresses that truth upon our minds. 
Certainly, part of it has to do with simply being able to just recognize, to unmask the futility of those 
things that we're prone to chase after. I think Paul gives us an amazing insight that, here, in verse 23, as 
to how this renewal takes place. Notice he says, "Be renewed in the spirit of your minds." It would be 
easy to sort of rush over that, to think, "Yeah, got it. Renew my mind. Better thoughts. Get rid of the bad 
thoughts," but notice he doesn't just say, "Renew your mind." He says, "Be renewed in the spirit of your 
minds." 

Other translations call it the attitude of your mind. In other words, Paul is saying there's actually 
something that lies behind most of our conscious thoughts. There's something that tends to lead and to 
guide and direct, even capture our conscious thoughts. It's what you might call the imagination. I'll tell 



you, somebody who has taught me a great deal, one of the most powerful ways of describing the power 
of the imagination I learned from a sermon by Tim Keller on the sin of Achan. Achan was a character in 
the Old Testament, Joshua Chapter 7. To set the context, the people of God are told to go and conquer 
the City of Jericho, but they're not pirates, so they can't just take all of the loot for themselves. Yet, 
while they're fighting in the battle, Achan, he notices some of the plunder. He steals it for himself. He 
hides it. Then, later, he's confronted by Joshua. Well, listen to his confession. 

He says, "It's true. I saw in the plunder a beautiful robe and 200 shekels of silver and a bar of gold 
weighing 50 shekels. I coveted them, and I took them. Now they are hidden in the ground inside my 
tent." Now, here's Keller's great insight. As you look at the sequence of the verbs that Achan uses here, 
notice this, first thing he says, "I saw." That word to see is not just to notice. In the Hebrew, it means to 
behold. It means to look and to look and to look again. He notices that it's not just a robe. It's a beautiful 
robe and that there are 200 shekels of silver. How does he know how many shekels of silver there are? 
He probably counted them. How does he know how much this bar of gold weighs? He probably weighed 
it. He's looking. He's beholding. He's counting. He weighing. He's turning over in his mind, "What would 
my life be like if I had all of this wealth?" 

His imagination begins to be captured. It begins to run away. He starts thinking about the things that he 
could buy. He could buy a boat. He could buy a truck to pull it, maybe a Yeti 110 iced down with some 
Silver Bullets. He could have a much greater life than he does now. Now his imagination is captured, and 
all of that before the conscious thought enters his mind, "What can I do to get it? I want it. I covet it." 
Many of us, at that point, maybe we've got a lot of self-discipline. Maybe you've got a lot of self-control. 
Maybe you can fight those bad thoughts, and you can say, "No, I shouldn't do that. I could get caught. I 
could get in trouble," or, "It's just not the right thing to do." You fight your thoughts at that point, but for 
many of us and in a lot of situations, once your imagination has already been captured, the thoughts 
then, they just follow and then lead to the behavior. He steals. Then, the cover-up, he hides it. 

Most of us probably are not in situations where we're tempted to steal the plunder from an opposing 
army, but maybe you're watching HGTV. Maybe you're flipping through Facebook or Instagram. Maybe 
you're checking your stock investments or your bank account for the third time that day. What are you 
doing? You start to behold. You start to count. You start to weigh. Your mind begins to turn over. 
Suddenly, your imagination is captured, "What if I had a renewed kitchen? What if I had a relationship 
like that? If only I had that kind of a vacation. Maybe if I had more money," and then the thoughts 
began. Then the conscious thoughts get started of greed and envy and discontent. Then you start 
thinking, "Maybe we need to move. We need a new house. We need a house with more space. Maybe I 
need a new job. I'm not appreciated here. I'm not valued enough here. I'm not paid enough well here." 

Maybe you start thinking, "I need a new house. I need a new spouse. There's not enough beauty here. 
There's not enough income here." You see how your thoughts can begin to go down that line. Your 
imagination has been captured. The thoughts then just follow. Yet, imagine with me if, instead of 
turning over in his mind, instead of weighing and counting and beholding the plunder, Achan instead 
had been weighing, counting, beholding all that God had been doing for him? "Here I was. I was a slave 
in Egypt. I had nothing to my name. I was mistreated. I was abused. I was treated like I was less than 
human. Yet, God, in his grace, I didn't do anything to deserve it. He rescued me out of my bondage. He 
brought me out of Egypt. Now, I'm part of this people, and he's leading us toward the Promised Land. He 
has in store for us something that is so incredible beyond what I can even yet imagine. In spite of all my 
complaining and my mistrust, God has continued to rescue us and to provide for us. What an awesome 
and amazing God." 



Can you imagine how differently his thoughts would have been led? Instead of thoughts of discontent, 
instead of thoughts of covetousness, thoughts of contentedness. Instead of thoughts of greed, thoughts 
of gratitude. Instead of thoughts of self-absorption, thoughts about how he's part of this mission and 
this people that is so much bigger than himself. His imagination recaptured with a better story. If you 
want another example, I think about George Costanza in Seinfeld. Maybe you remember this episode 
where George is at a business meeting, a lot of people around him. He sees this platter of shrimp, and 
George is going to town. I mean, he's just devouring this shrimp. He doesn't even notice that anybody 
else is in the room until one guy says, "Hey, George." He looks up. He says, "The ocean called. They said 
they're running out of shrimp." George is humiliated in that moment. He's furious. What he does 
throughout the rest of the episode is he keeps replaying the tape in his mind of what happened. 

Have you ever done that before? Somebody does something to offend you, to wrong you, to hurt you. 
You just keep replaying it over and over. Whenever he does that, his imagination gets recaptured. Then, 
the thoughts start following. He's consumed with these thoughts of, "What can I do to have the perfect 
comeback? What's the best comeback? How can I set up the setting in which I can deliver that 
comeback?" His thoughts are consumed. Yet, imagine if George was a Christian. Imagine if instead of 
replaying the tape of the insult toward him, he was playing the tape of the insults that were hurled upon 
Jesus on the cross, of how he was mocked. He was stripped naked. He was shamed. He was humiliated. 
Why? Not because of anything that he had done, but rather in order that he would suffer in our place so 
that we could be forgiven. 

Jesus, you've forgiven me again and again and again. How can I hold onto this anger, to this bitterness? 
When you allow your imagination to be recaptured with the gospel, now instead of bitter thoughts, 
there are better thoughts. Do you know how to do that? Do you know how to not just hear that in a 
sermon? Do you know how to actually preach that gospel to yourself right where you are, whatever 
you're facing? Do you know how to recapture your imagination with the better story of what Jesus has 
done for you? You know, that doesn't happen passively. You can't just sit back and say, "God, change my 
thinking." Paul says, "Be renewed in your minds." It's a command. You've got to do something. You've 
got to read, study, meditate, pray over the truth of God in his word, in Christian books, in Christian 
community. You meditate on that truth until God, by his Spirit, begins to really impress it on your mind. 

You turn it over in your mind until it begins to capture your imagination. Then, your thoughts follow. 
Then, your behavior follows as well. Be renewed in your mind. I'll tell you, for me at least, one of the 
best ways for my imagination to be recaptured with the better story of Jesus is through Communion. 
Part of why is just because it's so visual. It's far more tangible and vivid, but part of why is it's this 
reminder to me that Jesus isn't just somebody who did something great a long time ago. He's not just 
somebody who one day is going to renew all things in the future. Actually, right now, presently today, I 
get to commune with him. He has united his very life to mine. Because I am in Christ, I am loved. I am 
accepted by God. Because Christ is in us, we know there is power and there is strength for whatever you 
may be facing today. We experience that Communion together. Our imagination gets recaptured with 
Jesus at the Lord's table even today. 
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