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Growing Up Together 
Ephesians 4:14-24 

 
Does it ever strike you how absurd are some of the things we say to each other on a pretty regular basis?  

Having grandchildren fairly recently has reminded me of that daft expression that people use when they 

see a small – or even medium-sized – child after a short interval.  They look at the child kind of 

thoughtfully and then say, “Oooh, isn’t she growing?!”  Well, of course she is – she’s supposed to be 

growing.  There should only be a note of surprise in your voice if she hasn’t grown at all.  (And anyway, 

we only say it to children, don’t we?  We don’t go up to our ageing relatives and say, “Gosh, you’ve 

shrunk, haven’t you?”  Or even worse, go up to poor old Uncle Bill and say, “Flipping heck, you’re 

carrying a bit of weight these days!”) 

 

Paul kind of takes it for granted that Christians will grow in their faith.  There’s no sense in which he’s 

surprised that the new Christians around the eastern Mediterranean are developing in the way they believe 

and in the ways they put it into practice.  He assumes that’s what will happen and gives them some 

advice as to the best way to do that.  As we saw a couple of weeks ago, they are to “become mature”, to 

“grow and build themselves up in love”. 

 

In the section we’ve read this morning, we’re moving on in the second part of this little letter that Paul 

has written to the groups of new Christians – Jewish and non-Jewish believers – scattered around the area 

we now know as Turkey.  His friend and colleague Tychicus is taking the letter from church to church to 

have it read in their weekly worship sessions, and he’s begun in Ephesus, the city which was renowned 

for its worship of many of the huge number of gods in the Greco-Roman pantheon, full of shrines and 

temples, and dominated by the huge Temple of Diana (or Artemis), the goddess of sex and love.  There’s 

all sorts of stuff going on in Ephesus and pretty well everyone is involved in some kind of cultic activity – 

from selling souvenirs in the gift shops to working as a prostitute in the Temple.  It’s the happening place 

to be! 

 

And as Paul moves into the second part of this letter, we noted that he is moving from the “Why?” to the 

“How?”  He has spent three chapters telling them why they believe, setting out the amazing theology that 

is at the heart of this new take on God’s activity in the world, the culmination of the story of God’s people 

down through the centuries, showing them that this does actually all hang together and is really the only 

faith worth following.  Now he is telling them that this has to be lived out in their lives, it has to make a 

difference, it has very practical, day-to-day implications.  He’s going to get into the specifics of that very 

soon, but here he is reminding them that they cannot stay thinking as they were: they need a new mind-set 

that will help them to grow, to mature. 



 

The first part of this, he says, is that they will stick to their faith and grow up in it – like that child, whose 

growth is so obvious – and they won’t end up flapping around trying to follow the latest trends without 

really thinking about it.  The word he uses here that is translated “blown here and there” in our version 

(v14) is the word used of spinning like a top – periphenomenoi – whirling around and ending up dizzy 

and confused, which is what can so easily happen when we decide we are going to follow the latest trend 

in whatever area of life currently grabs us.  One minute we think this, the next we think that – no stability, 

no consistency.  It’s a bit like being a chameleon, an image used by one writer on these verses, which 

reminded me of a speech made by the anti-apartheid campaigner Alan Boesak at the height of the struggle 

in South Africa, when he said that a Christian should “always be the lion, never the chameleon”.  As one 

old sage put it: “Whoever marries himself to the spirit of this age will find himself a widow in the next.” 

 

So Paul’s instruction is that Christians should all help each other to grow and develop in the faith – a bit 

like a body which is developing and growing and maturing.  We have Jesus Christ as our head, the source 

of our wisdom and power, and from that should flow the things that are necessary for our continuing 

growth.  Of course, if we are going to do that together we need to be open about it and do our very best to 

move each other along the right road.  That’s why Paul uses this little phrase, which has been so ignored 

by many people and so abused by others – “speaking the truth in love”. 

 

Imagine the scene.  In fact, many of you will not need to imagine it – you’ve lived through it times 

without number.  You may even have been scarred psychologically by it.  It may well have affected your 

relationships.  You are getting ready to go out for the evening.  As you sit on the edge of the bed, 

combing those last few stray strands, your spouse turns to you and says, “How do I look?” 

 

“You look fine, my dear,” you reply.  (It always starts like this – you’ll never learn.) 

“But what about this top with this skirt?”  (Or, “this tie with this shirt?” – let’s not make any assumptions 

here.) 

“It’s fine,” you reply, not looking up, for you know it won’t make any difference. 

“No.  Be honest: is it all OK?” 

“Look, it’s wonderful.  You look great,” you say. 

“Well, I’m not sure myself.  Do you think the blue might be better?” 

“No.  It’s absolutely right.  Eric Clapton could have been singing just about you.” 

“No, go on.  I want the truth.” 

 

You take a deep breath.  “Well, maybe the pink is a teensy bit bright with that green.”  The die is cast.  

Here it comes. 



“I thought so!  You think I’m a ragbag, don’t you?  You think I look awful.  I don’t know why I bother 

asking you.  You’re always so critical of me and what I wear.  I thought you loved me, but it’s obvious 

you don’t.  How could you possibly say that about my clothes?  You know I don’t have much to choose 

from.”  (In fact, the floor is nearly knee deep in discarded clothing.)  “Why can’t you be a bit more 

affirming?  I’ll bet (insert name here!) doesn’t treat his/her spouse like this.  If I’d wanted your opinion, 

I’d have asked for it.”  

 

This is not the time to point out that, yes, you did ask for my opinion – you dragged it kicking and 

screaming from my better judgement.  Once again, you have been ambushed.  You have tried to steer a 

course between the Scylla of Truth and the Charybdis of Love – and you have foundered on the Rocks of 

Reality.  (What did you think of that metaphor?  No, honestly – tell me!) 

 

We’ve all been there, haven’t we?  Perhaps not in that specific situation, but one that is very much like it 

– and perhaps dealing with far more serious matters than the combination of colours in an evening 

ensemble.  And if we are truly going to be helping one another in this way – indeed, if we are to have any 

impact on the society of which we are a part – we need to be living it out ourselves.  The Greek word here 

makes “truth” in to a verb, so it literally means – as Nancy Sinatra sang in that big hit, These Boots are 

Made For Walking, “you keep lying when you ought to be truthing” – you should be “truthing in love”.  

As some of the other translations put it, you should be “dealing truly”.  Sadly, that’s not the way many 

people see it – and many Christians at that, who forget either the truth bit or the love bit.  A bit like those 

who say “No offence, but …” and rip you apart.  Or give you a whole load of abuse and then say “But I 

mean that in love, of course.”  Or people, mainly from Yorkshire, it has to be said, who say, “Well, I 

speak as I find.” 

 

And at the heart of all that, as we have seen so often in the words of the Bible, and in Paul’s writings in 

particular, it is a question of worldview, of underlying attitudes.  That’s what so easily and so often falls 

prey to the various fads and fashions of the thinking of the world around us.  It’s all linked up to our 

conscience and to the way we look at and react to the world around us.  Paul is clear in vv17-19 that it can 

all get about anaesthetised and useless when it comes to making critical decisions.  He uses words here 

such as “futility” and “ignorance”, and talks of people who have “lost all sensitivity”.  It’s easy, isn’t it, 

to get into that state.  Watching lots and lots of violent films can numb you to the effects of violence.  

Watching programmes that major on sex and the many ways of perverting it can eventually bring you to a 

place where you accept many aberrations as normal.  Playing certain video games, spending lots of time 

with people who have a particular view on things, accepting uncritically everything you see on social 

media, yielding time and time again to the same temptations – that all takes its toll on our thinking and 

our attitudes.  That’s why we can so easily end up “being blown here and there by every wind of teaching 



and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming.”  Our worldview isn’t really 

sorted out. 

 

What is needed, suggests Paul, is a root and branch transformation, a complete reversal of the way we 

look at things and allow our opinions to be formed.  He uses here, as he does in other places, the imagery 

of changing clothes.  In v22, he talks about taking off the old ways and putting on the new ones.  What 

has to be put off is the futility and ignorance of our old minds, our old worldview, and that is to be 

replaced by “the new self”, which he says is “created to be like God”. 

 

You see, this isn’t just behaviour modification, as we’ve said so often before.  It’s not that when you 

become a Christian you just do things differently, behave differently.  You can get anyone, any animal 

even, to modify its behaviour in exchange for rewards – like Pavlov’s famous dogs – or to avoid being 

punished – like B F Skinner’s rats.  Work at it long enough and you can do that with people, with whole 

groups of people – look at North Korea or some of the hard-line Islamic states.  This is about being 

“made new in the attitude of your minds”.  (Paul writes about this in Romans 12, as well.)  It’s about 

thinking differently, about seeing things from a different perspective.  If your view of life is a short-term 

one rather than an eternal one, then it makes sense to accumulate as much as you can for yourself as 

quickly as you can, especially if everyone else is doing that.  If your view of retribution is that there is 

really nothing that is going to harm you in the long run, then it doesn’t really matter is you don’t behave.  

If you don’t think there’s a God who has your good at heart, then you will ether get on with life with no 

thought for the consequences or spend what you have left of it in deep despair.  If human beings are just a 

higher order of animals, then why bother too much with loving and looking after them.  It’s your 

worldview, your thought base that influences your words and actions. 

 

And you pass that on to your children.  You manifest that in your dealings with your colleagues and 

friends.  You demonstrate all that in the way you respond to the ups and downs of life.  You betray it in 

your prayers, even.  That “old self” needs to be dealt with.  Those attitudes need to be revisited, refreshed 

and renewed.  That’s what this book of teaching is all about.  That’s the point of working and 

worshipping and witnessing together as a church.  That’s what Jesus came to emphasise (amongst other 

things). 

 

And once that old way of looking at life and dealing with what it throws up has gone, it needs to be 

replaced (as we’ll see in a bit more detail next week).  Paul says it’s replaced by “the new self” – a “new 

self” that is “created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness”.  That happens, as The Message 

puts it, “as God accurately reproduces his character within you”.  This is once again about the image of 

God being restored in us.  After millennia of that image being tarnished and distorted, twisted about by 



every new and weird idea that comes along, physically, mentally and spiritually knocked out of shape, 

God wants to restore it.  That’s for his pleasure – after all, he wants us as he made us – but also for our 

good, so that we can get the very best out of the lives he has given us.  And we can’t get the best if we are 

approaching it with all the wrong ideas. 

 

Reflecting that image of God, mirroring his qualities means that we will be like him particularly in two 

key characteristics, which Paul identifies here – “true righteousness and holiness”.  They’re words we’re 

always using in our religious discourse.  What do they mean for us in practice? 

 

Righteousness is the quality of doing the right thing, of acting with justice and integrity.  It is particularly 

directed at other people, our duty to them.  We look to see what will help others and build them up rather 

than what will suit our own personal plans and projections.  We don’t use our own status or education or 

resources or whatever to wring out of others more for ourselves.  The word Paul uses in Greek here 

(dikaiosune) is a word that had the idea of duty towards other people throughout Greek literature and it 

assumes this extra emphasis here.  We are doing this for others because God has done it for us.  He has 

reached out to us.  He has called to us.  He has been patient with us.  He has helped us and provided for us 

and protected us.  He has demonstrated that most powerfully in Jesus and in his death and resurrection 

and glorification.  Our response to that is firstly, of course, to trust him and then to reflect that 

righteousness in all our dealings with each other, not just in our churches but in all that we do – because 

now we have a different outlook on life, an outlook that is filled with hope and certainty for the eternal 

future. 

 

Holiness is here not the usual Greek word that is used.  The usual word (hagiosune from the root of 

which we get words such as hagiography) is often translated as “saints”, good people or people set apart 

by God.  This word is only used in one other place in the New Testament (Luke 1:72, if you want to look 

it up).  It means “free from contamination” or “not unclean”.  This is about being cleansed for worship, as 

the ancient priests and worshippers usually were.  So while righteousness is about our duty to others, 

holiness is about our duty to God himself, about our worship of him, our attitude to him, our commitment 

and devotion to him.  It’s about how we pray, how we praise, how we offer ourselves, how aware we are 

of God during our day to day lives. 

 

So can you begin to see how these things start to affect our lives as Christians?  As our attitudes begin to 

change, as we start to acknowledge and trust all those things that Paul told us in the first three chapters of 

this letter, so our behaviour starts to change as we worship God and consciously begin to serve our 

neighbours.  People start to see the change in us as they would in a child growing up physically and 

growing more aware mentally and emotionally.  We are beginning to mature as God’s people, as 



followers of Jesus.  And that will also have other implications for the way we live out our lives, as we’ll 

see next week.  In the meantime, though, pray that God will help you to transform your attitudes and 

enable you to see the world in a different way as his image in you is gradually restored. 
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Questions for reflection and discussion 
 

1) In what ways can we be “tossed back and forth …” as Paul describes in v14 ? 
 
2) What do you understand by “speaking the truth in love” ?  Why is it so hard to get the balance right? 
 
3) Do you think our attitudes and our consciences can become de-sensitised?  Why/why not? 
 



4) How can we ensure that our attitudes are in line with God’s will and ways? 
 
5) Does knowing that you are being restored to the image of God make any difference to you?  

Why/why not? 


