
Sermon 21: Ephesians 4:31-32: Virtues Replacing Vices

OUTLINE

Vices
Virtues

INTRODUCTION

How can you tell if someone is a Christian?  We will not be able to know 100% because we 
cannot see the hearts of others but there are several tests you could apply that could make 
an informed opinion.  God knows the heart completely; you can know of your own salvation,
but knowing about others will run the risk of error.  
Firstly, there is the test of orthodoxy.  If someone is taught by the Spirit they will believe 
certain truths and reject certain errors, they cannot deny the Trinity, or the way of salvation 
for example.  
Secondly, there is the spiritual struggle test.  Romans 7 paints the picture of man who is 
born again but observing his sin through the lens of the law the law exposes his sin all the 
way to revealing a heart that still loves sin.  The believer is tormented by this reality, he 
hates the fact that he still loves sin and longs for the day when his heart will not betray the 
God he wants to love.  
There is the perseverance test.  Many can make quick conversions that even appear genuine
for a while, like in the parable of the sower, the seed sown on the rocky ground or among 
thorns.  But it is those who persevere in their faith who prove that they are truly believers.  
There is the spiritual desires test.  Do you love God, do you see evidence of the Spirit 
teaching your spirit to cry out ‘Abba, Father’?  Do you seek Him prayer, delight in singing His
praises, love to be with His people, hunger for His word?  
Then there is the assurance test.  Have you experienced the Spirit bearing witness with your
spirit that you are a child of God?  Have you known the joy that is inexpressible and full of 
glory?  Have you seen a gracious and loving God condescend to save the terrible sinner that
you are and your heart has melted in grateful praise?  
And of course we have the fruit test.  This test looks at the fruit of a changed path, a 
changed pattern of behaviour, the putting away of sin and putting on holiness, new speech 
patterns.  Every believer walks the path of continuing to put to death the old ways and 
cultivate the new.  It is this putting off and putting on that Pauls continues with in Ephesians
4:31-32, ‘Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from 
you, along with all malice. 32 Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, 
as God in Christ forgave you.’  

You will notice that Paul calls us to put away 6 vices and to cultivate three virtues in their 
stead.  These will be our two points, vices and virtues.  

Vices  

V31, ‘Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, 
along with all malice.’  Paul has been talking about what grieves the Spirit of God, all those 
actions that are against God or our neighbor, all those actions that do not agree with loving 
God and our neighbor grieve the Spirit.  You can always tell the character of a person by 
what grieves them, our God is holy and loving.  Those things that defy His holy character 
and authority and wound others grieve Him.  For this reason Paul adds to the list of lying, 
stealing, anger and filthy speech another 6 sins.  



I would argue that there is probably a progression in the sins mentioned here.  Bitterness of
heart towards a person is an attitude that brews an outburst of wrath which develops into 
habitual pattern of anger which is expressed in a loud clamor to their face and then 
speaking slanderously about them behind their backs followed up by a general ill will and 
malice towards them.  Paul is describing the old way in which sin would hold our hearts and 
then overflow in these types of actions.  An unbeliever is in the power of sin, under the 
influence of satan, is a willing servant of his desires and loves self not God or others.  This 
pattern of behavior is not fitting for someone who is born again by the power of the Spirit 
and freed from the power of sin, who is indwelt by the Spirit, who has a new heart with a 
new set of desires to honor God, and a new example to follow in Christ.  So lets dig into 
each one of these sins Paul mentions.

Bitterness: the opposite of sweet is bitter.  This word is describing a disposition of heart 
where a person’s heart has soured.  This word was used by the Greeks to describe a plant 
that had poisonous fruit which could not be eaten.  Heb. 12:15 warns us of the power of 
bitterness, ‘See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no “root of bitterness”
springs up and causes trouble, and by it many become defiled.’  Bitterness takes over one 
person and then it becomes a toxic waste the taints many others.  Bitterness begins as a 
root but soon develops fruits.  ‘A little grudge can create a huge gap in human relationships.
The Philippines Daily Express reported on a couple in England who had lived together as 
“silent partners” for 12 years. The wife was finally seeking a divorce. “For 12 extraordinary 
years they had lived their lives so that they wouldn’t have to meet each other,” said lawyer 
Simon King, who was handling the case. “When one would come into the house, the other 
would leave. And when they did communicate with each other, it was with notes.” They had
lived happily together for the first 18 years of their marriage and had raised a son. For the 
last 12 years, however, they didn’t speak to each other. Ironically, neither one could 
remember what the hassle had been all about.’1  This is the person who is a dark cloud, 
whose world is not driven by a purpose and towards a good end.  They are unhappy people 
who are angry, bitter, cynical, and cannot rejoice in the good.  Bitterness/mara is the name 
Naomi took for herself to describe a life full of pain and emptiness.  It is a state of 
hopelessness that translates into a contagious cynicism that no one wants to be around.  
Bitterness also describes the person who is nursing and grudge.  Think of that saying for a 
moment.  A baby needs nursing, it cannot grow unless it is fed, to nurse it is to hold it close,
to play with it, to feed it, to pick it up and look into its eyes, to watch it while it sleeps.  
Before we learn of how much God forgives us this is the way we are with the pain we 
experience.  We get angry at God, the world, at the person who hurt me, and we nurse our 
bitterness.  We hold our pain close and feed it.  It becomes a lens that we see through and 
how we interpret the world.  It permeates our personality and makes unbearable to be 
around.  It makes us irascible, combative, and unable to praise or be grateful.

Wrath: next we have wrath.  Paul uses both wrath and anger, obviously seeing nuances of 
differences between them.  Wrath is that explosive, sudden, violent blaze of rage.  
Bitterness has been developing a volcano that is ready to explode at the slightest 
provocation.  Wrath never happens in a vacuum, this torrent of fury doesn’t come from 
nowhere.  Once you are bitter towards someone, the gun of your anger is cocked and 
loaded and you have a hair trigger.  When we are unbelievers we are waiting to be 
triggered, we nurture our rage keeping it ready below the surface.  We see this in road 
rage, we see this in Karens, we see this in the cancel culture that has lived in the narrative 
of its victimhood and fed on self-pity.  We see this rage in the self-righteous Pharisees who 
want to throw Jesus off a cliff in Luke 4:28-29; we see it in the rage of the idolatrous mob 
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who want to kill Paul who has caused the silversmith industry to fail and people stop their 
idolatry.  It can be triggered for apparent right reasons or wrong reasons, wrath is that 
explosive inordinate anger that suddenly arises.  It is the opposite of self-controlled and 
temperate.  

Anger: if wrath is the sudden venting of anger, the anger here is the ongoing aggressive 
habitual way in which we allow anger to be the baseline of our lives.  Like all the other vices
here it is self-destructive and affects others.  ‘In the spring of 1894, the Baltimore Orioles 
came to Boston to play a routine baseball game. But what happened that day was anything 
but routine. The Orioles’ John McGraw got into a fight with the Boston third baseman. 
Within minutes all the players from both teams had joined in the brawl. The warfare quickly 
spread to the grandstands. Among the fans the conflict went from bad to worse. Someone 
set fire to the stands and the entire ballpark burned to the ground. Not only that, but the 
fire spread to 107 other Boston buildings as well.’2

Clamour: Paul moves from sudden explosive anger, to general baseline anger, to loud 
vocalized anger.  This is the I get in your face and shout my head off stuff, this is the shout 
you down and drown you out so that only my voice of anger is heard.  When you get angry 
back at me, I outdo you, you get louder watch me get bigger and louder and outdo your 
anger with my loud shouting.  This is intimidation, this is violence on the ears, this is me 
trying to drill my will into you.  

Slander: not only do we speak badly to the person we are angry with, we spread our 
discontent by slandering them.  To slander someone is to destroy their reputation, to bring 
others into our will opinion of others and get others to think badly of them.  It is not to 
promote my neighbours good reputation but willingly destroy his good name.  This can be in
the form of lies, or the truth gleefully told because of its negative effect.  

All malice: the last is all malice.  Malice is evil intent, to wish harm on others not good, to 
curse them not bless them.  This is the insidious motive that plans another’s pain and 
downfall.  

You will notice in each of these vices that they are not merely a bland case of lovelessness, 
but sin translated into action that is harmful to others.  An empty heart, an unloved soul, a 
soul turned in on itself in self-absorption gives rise to these sorts of things.  But when we 
encounter God, and He convicts us of our sins, and we see our unworthiness, and then see 
His willingness to save at so great a cost.  And then we believe, receiving our forgiveness at 
Christ’s expense, and we know an inner change where the Spirit begins to do a renovating 
work.  Our hearts change and therefore our behaviour changes.  

Virtues

V32, ‘Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave
you.’  In the place of those 6 vices Paul spells out three virtues that express the love we 
ought to have for each other; 3 virtues which will not grieve the Spirit but please God.  

Kind: to be kind is to amiable, sweet, mild, not harsh or sharp-tongued, it is easy to be 
entreated.  The English word ‘kind’ comes from kin and kindred which mean family.  To act 
kindly is act in the way we act towards our loved ones.  Kindness is one of the fruits of the 
Spirit, and because being a Christian means becoming more like God, we are kind because 
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He is kind.  Eph. 2:7, ‘so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of 
his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.’  It is going to take all of eternity to unpack 
the immeasurable riches of His kindness towards us in Christ.  He has been gentle with us, 
He has not dealt with us according to what our sins deserve.  Instead He has dealt with us 
according to an immeasurable measure of kindness.  Despite our sins, a bruised reed He 
does not break, He restores and is gentle.  This is why we are to be kind to others.  

Tenderhearted: to be moved easily for others, to be moved deeply for others.  Many have 
hard hearts, they do not care if their enemies suffer, they in fact rejoice over them.  The 
Christian is tenderhearted.  We are open and vulnerable, this makes us emotionally available
for others.  We are not so wounded that we have to circle the wagons and withdraw to 
protect ourselves.  God has loved us and healed us and filled us with strength enough to be 
there for others.  Christ Himself was compassionate, Matt. 9:36 uses the same root word, 
‘When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and 
helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.’  

Forgiving one another as God in Christ forgave you: the third virtue is more than a way or 
an attitude but a concrete act, forgive one another.  The Greek word literally means give 
grace to each other.  To forgive one another is to give grace to one another.  So then what 
is grace?  A typical definition for grace is unmerited favour, or the acronym, God’s riches at 
Christ’s expense.  Grace is God’s disposition to unworthy sinners, and I think the best 
definition is de-merited favour.  Here is my favourite picture on what grace is.  If you are 
walking down the street and you see man begging and you give him something if he is 
willing to do some work in your garden, that is not grace that is works, he merits the money
you will be giving him.  We cannot apply this works mentality in marriage.  ‘I will pay you 
with my love when you earn it.’  If he is begging and you give him some money without him
doing anything for you, that is unmerited favour, and is often the definition of grace that we
use.  This applied in marriage is when we give our love without it having to be earned.  
However, a better definition of grace is if walking down the street that same beggar attacks 
you and stabs you and steals your wallet, and you end up in hospital for months and then 
the next time you see him you forgive him and give him more money still, that is de-merited
favour and the grace of God towards us.  This is what it means to forgive each other, to 
give grace to each other in marriage, it is the commitment to continue to give your best 
even when your spouse demerits it.  Works is giving you what you have earned, unmerited 
favour is giving to you when you have not earned it, but grace is giving you the opposite of 
what you have earned, even when you have demerited God’s goodness to you.  As sinners 
we deserve God’s punishment but instead He gives us His best.  God does not give you the 
things you do deserve but more He gives you eternal life, eternal riches, eternal joy and 
peace.  He gives you the best that He can give.  If we bring it back to our illustration it is 
like going down the street seeing the beggar who mugged you and adopting him, taking 
him into your home to live not just for a meal, and making him an heir and friend.  This is 
God’s disposition towards you and we imitate God when we forgive by giving grace to each 
other.  

You will notice that Paul does not only say forgive one another, but adds the highest 
motivation that can ever be offered, ‘as God in Christ forgave you.’  There are four things in 
this verse that must be noted, God, Christ, forgave and you.  Why does the apostle say ‘God
in Christ forgave you’?  He wants you to feel that the holiest of all beings, the one who has 
every right to judge, the one who we rebelled against and whose holiness is 
incontrovertible, the one who has the power to judge us with eternal damnation.  He is the 
One who forgave.  Why does He say ‘in Christ’?  it is because Christ is the necessary 
payment for the forgiveness of your sins.  Christ is the beloved Son of God, Christ is the 



Holiest man who has ever lived who never did anything wrong.  Yet He is the one whom 
God willingly gave so that your sins could be forgiven.  Forgiveness is not given to the 
innocent but the guilty, forgiveness is not a painless experience but painful, forgiveness is 
not free but someone has to pay.  God forgave you in Christ, this statement reminds us of 
all of these things and calls upon us to now forgive as God forgave us.  And this God with 
His Son and paid for the forgiveness of ‘you.’  This is why he says ‘you.’  There is no debt 
greater than ours against God, there is no pain greater than the pain He suffered for our 
forgiveness, there is no cost born in granting forgiveness greater than the one He has paid. 
If He can do it, you must do it. 

Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along 
with all malice. 32 Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in 
Christ forgave you.         

     


