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Heaven Yeshua is able to fill all things. It has been suggested that Jeremiah 23:24 is in view 
here, where God says, “‘Can a man hide himself in hiding places so I do not see him?’ 
declares the LORD. ‘Do I not fill the heavens and the earth?’ declares the LORD.” The Epistle to 
the Hebrews describes Yeshua’s condition in Heaven as one of service before His Father as 
High Priest: 

“Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, 
Yeshua the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession…For it was fitting for us to have such 
a high priest, holy, innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners and exalted above the 
heavens” (Hebrews 4:14; 7:26). 
 

 
11 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, 
and some as pastors and teachers, 12 for the equipping of the saints for the work 
of service, to the building up of the body of Messiah; 13 until we all attain to the 
unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the 
measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Messiah. 
 
4:11 Paul picks up on his thought of Yeshua the Messiah distributing gifts to His people, 

as a result of His triumph and ascension. While the Holy Spirit is undoubtedly the principal 
gift given to every Believer, Paul particularizes, “It was he who gave some to be apostles, 
some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers” (NIV). 
Similar lists are seen elsewhere in the Apostolic Scriptures (Romans 12:6-8; 1 Corinthians 
12:8-10, 28-30; cf. 1 Peter 4:10-11), and while certain ministries today might try to classify 
individual Believers as only being able to attain to this spiritual office or that spiritual office, 
it is probably best for us to take v. 11 as offering various ad hoc categories. It is inappropriate 
for us to try to strictly classify a Believer as this or that, as surely there is some overlap seen 
among the various offices. 

While it is debated—especially in charismatic circles—whether there are prophets and 
apostles today, does Paul intend for all Believers to only be able to occupy one of these 
offices? If the Holy Spirit is what enables God’s people to accomplish His tasks for the Earth, 
then surely God’s people will have the abilities that they need—and some individuals may 
be able to handle a multi-role calling. The overlap that is definitely seen among these offices 
is witnessed by the construction of tous de poimenas kai didaskalous, or “pastors and 
teachers,” as these two roles are very closely related (cf. 1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:9). Someone 
who ministers to God’s people as a shepherd also must be able to teach from His Word, and 
one who teaches from God’s Word must also be able to serve as a spiritual mentor to others. 
Wood indicates that these two offices “are grouped together in such a way as to suggest that 
the two roles are regarded as complementary and often coordinated in the same person.”48 
David H. Stern considers these to basically be the same role, “shepherd-teachers” as 

 
48 Wood, in EXP, 11:58. 
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“Pastoring and teaching are overlapping yet distinguishable skills.”49 Certainly as one who 
is primarily geared toward serving as a teacher and expositor on the Scriptures, I am most 
aware of my need to be pastoral in my approach to serving the Body of Messiah. 

4:12 The role of any Believer occupying one, or several, of these spiritual offices is “to 
prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up” (NIV). 
Paul employs the noun oikodomē in v. 12, which simply means “process of building, 
building, construction,” or “a building as result of a construction process, building, 
edifice” (BDAG).50 In the Septuagint, its related verb forms are used to describe the 
restoration of Israel (Jeremiah 24:6; 31:4; 33:7), with the critical clause oikodomēsō mou tēn 
ekklēsian appearing in Matthew 16:18 where Yeshua says “I will build my assembly” (YLT). 
O’Brien, somewhat surprisingly, notes that the language of v. 12 describing the building up 
of the Body of Messiah, is appropriated from Tanach references detailing the restoration of 
Israel: 

“According to the prophetic literature of the Old Testament, the restoration of Israel 
after the judgment of exile is promised in terms of God building a people for himself…and 
this he does by putting his words in the mouths of his prophets (Jer. 1:9-10). Matthew 
16:18…expresses the idea that as the Messiah Jesus is the one who builds or establishes the 
renewed community of the people of God.”51 

Anyone who occupies one, or several, of the offices Paul has listed, is to “strive to excel 
in building up the [assembly]” (1 Corinthians 14:12, RSV), as such gifts are to help God’s 
people as a whole. Dunnam describes, “The church is built up not by cultivating the interior 
life and fellowship of the church alone, but by calling and training members to be servants, 
and thus to do their part in Christ’s mission to the world.”52 While it has been easy for many 
of today’s current generation of Messianic Believers to disregard elements of our Christian 
heritage, Dunnam’s advice cannot be easily disregarded. He is correct when he states that 
leadership has the responsibility of cultivating much more than just the gifts of those who 
can help the inner workings of the assembly; leadership must see to it that other leaders are 
raised up so the local assembly can reach beyond itself. 

The goal of this building up of the Body of Messiah is so the worldwide ekklēsia can “all 
reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, 
attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ” (NIV), or “the standard of maturity 
set by the Messiah's perfection” (CJB). Foulkes regards this faith as “not just the acceptance 
of a collection of dogmas, in the embracing of which unity will be found. It is something 

 
49 Stern, 590. 
50 BDAG, 696, 697. 
51 O’Brien, pp 304-305. 
For a further discussion, consult the author’s article “When Did ‘the Church’ Begin?” (appearing in 

Introduction to Things Messianic). 
52 Dunnam, 201. 
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deeper and more personal.”53 Thus, the unity of which Paul speaks is not to be some kind of 
an ecumenical decree issued by a religious council, but instead something that is provided 
by the work of the Holy Spirit within God’s people—manifesting itself on a corporate scale. 
This kind of unity comes from Believers growing properly in their salvation, as 1 Peter 2:1-2 
details, “putting aside all malice and all deceit and hypocrisy and envy and all slander, like 
newborn babies, long for the pure milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in respect to 
salvation.” If one grows properly, wider unity is an achievable objective. 

It is significant that while Paul lists a number of roles that individual people will play 
in the Body of Messiah, that these roles do affect the community of faith as a whole. The 
Western individualism of the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries forces commentators 
to point out that all are affected by the roles an individual person plays—and most 
significantly that no one is unimportant in the Kingdom of God. Lincoln is entirely correct 
in describing, 

“All believers are to be brought to a state of completion, and it is the ministers Christ 
has given who are the means to this end as they exercise their ministries of proclamation, 
teaching, and leadership. These officers are Christ’s gifts to the Church, but again it becomes 
clear that such a perspective on their role should never lead to self-gratification.”54 

Indeed, if one wants to lead God’s people only to attain glory or some kind of fame, such 
a want has been poorly placed. Being a leader among God’s people requires that one 
selflessly serve others, often making significant personal sacrifices—especially in terms of 
time, energy, and finances. Being a proper leader also requires that one also be willing to see 
that new leaders are raised up to share the burden and workload, and that all of God’s people 
play a role, as O’Brien notes, “If it is only the leaders of v. 11 who perfect the saints, do the 
work of ministry, and edify the body of Christ, then this is a departure from Paul’s usual 
insistence that every member is equipped for ministry.”55 Certainly, while everyone is not 
called to be a pastor-teacher, a singular pastor-teacher in a local assembly need not have to 
do everything—and get burned out emotionally and physically doing so! Leaders must learn 
to delegate responsibility to others in the local assembly when and where appropriate. 
Every Believer needs to be encouraged to be all they can be in the Lord, and told that 
no role in the Body of Messiah is “unimportant,” even if all are not called to be full time 
leaders. 

4:13 The Apostle Paul speaks of a goal for the ekklēsia reaching toward unity of the 
faith, and being the fullness of Messiah—a spiritual condition where Believers are being all 
the things that God wants them to be. It is doubtful that Paul expected an immediate unity of 
doctrine or praxis in his day, but as we look at these remarks in the Twenty-First Century, 
he certainly expected the maturity required of God’s people to involve much more unity 
than it experienced when he wrote his letter. Today we have far more divisions among the 

 
53 Foulkes, 121. 
54 Lincoln, 254. 
55 O’Brien, 303. 
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saints than in ancient times, but there are critical areas we can all stand united around. 1 
Corinthians 2:2 certainly comes to my mind, where Paul has said, “For I determined to know 
nothing among you except Yeshua the Messiah, and Him crucified.”56 

We all have the responsibility of reaching eis andra teleion, or toward “mature 
manhood” (RSV, NEB), “the full measure of development” (Moffat New Testament), a 
spiritual status only to be found because of our trust in Yeshua. We need to be very careful 
to note that this does not mean any kind of masculinity, even though Paul does use the male-
specific anēr, as opposed to the more generic anthrōpos or “human being.” Paul’s connection 
in v. 13 is to the Man, Yeshua the Messiah, as the model of spiritual and ethical fullness that 
Believers are to emulate. Witherington considers this to refer “to conformity to the image 
and moral stature of Christ, hence the male terminology.”57 

The analogy that is stated in v. 15 is that Yeshua is the Head of His body, and Believers 
are the diverse body parts directed by the Messiah. Dunnam considers it to be “a dynamic 
growing organism, a body whose head is Christ.”58 We should be readily reminded of the 
Messiah’s words to Paul on the way to Damascus, “I am Yeshua whom you are persecuting” 
(Acts 9:5; cf. 22:8; 26:15), as by persecuting the saints Paul was considered to be persecuting 
the Lord Himself. This is how close the relationship of Believers to Yeshua Himself is to be—
fullness as a definite target that we are to be reaching toward! Foulkes summarizes, “the 
Christian should be filled with all of His endowment that can be communicated.”59 As 
Messianic Believers who are largely in the process of rediscovering and recapturing our 
Hebraic Roots, this is even more imperative as we seek to be those things that Ancient Israel 
was originally commissioned to do from our Father. 

A parallel between v. 13 and Paul’s statements in Romans 11:25-26 can be made, as all 
Israel will not be saved “until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in.” Note how “fullness” 
is most often used in the Pauline Epistles to describe “moral or spiritual consummation”60—
and non-Jewish Believers who partake of Israel’s Messiah must surely reach that point of 
“fullness” in order for God’s salvation history plan to be accomplished, most likely as grand 
vessels of mercy to a Jewish people who have largely rejected Yeshua (Romans 11:31). 

R.P. Martin says God’s people arriving at the fullness is accomplished “by the 
availability of [Christ’s] grace and resources which are made over to the [assembly] and 
which aid its growth until it reaches His designed end, which is a fully completed 
[assembly] embodying all His fullness.”61 How we be a people of God maximized that 
embodies Yeshua’s fullness is a worthy subject for each of us to consider in this hour of 
Messianic spiritual growth and theological refinement. Is the Messianic movement as 

 
56 See also: 1 Corinthians 2:6; 14:20; Hebrews 5:14. 
57 Witherington, 292. 
58 Dunnam, 203. 
59 Foulkes, 122. 
60 D.S. Lim, “Fullness,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 319. 
61 Martin, in NBCR, 1116. 
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mature as it needs to be? Stern adopts the view that it will not be until we see Jeremiah 
31:33, and the promise of the New Covenant, fully enacted.62 The thrust of this promise is 
not only “I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their 
God, and they shall be My people” (Jeremiah 31:33), but perhaps more significantly “for they 
will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them” (Jeremiah 31:34). It is 
insufficient for Messianics today to be “fullness” only if they teach the Torah; it must be 
accompanied by a more intimate knowing of the One who gave the Torah. 
 

 
14 As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and 
carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in 
deceitful scheming; 15 but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all 
aspects into Him who is the head, even Messiah, 16 from whom the whole body, 
being fitted and held together by what every joint supplies, according to the 
proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the 
building up of itself in love. 
 
4:14 What comes as a result of being a mature people of God? Paul gives some specific 

examples to his audience in Asia Minor. He says very clearly “We are no longer to be 
children, tossed by the waves and whirled about by every fresh gust of teaching, dupes of 
crafty rogues and their deceitful schemes” (NEB), as they have been warned about “the 
trickery of men through their cunning in inventing new methods of error” (Williams New 
Testament). We may see some echoes of Paul’s warning to the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:30, 
“from among your own selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the 
disciples after them,” although a more general application is also acceptable. Divisions to the 
assembly (1 Corinthians 2:6; 3:1-4) come when false teaching circulates, something that Paul 
does not want his audience to manifest. With spiritual maturity comes unity and 
discernment, as the author of Hebrews attests, “everyone who partakes only of milk is not 
accustomed to the word of righteousness, for he is an infant. But solid food is for the mature, 
who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil” (Hebrews 5:13-
14). Paul’s instruction in v. 14 is direct: “no longer be infants” (NIV). 

Being tossed about here or there by every wind of doctrine is a sign of spiritual 
immaturity, manifesting itself in various problems. This is something evidenced by the 
errors Paul addresses in his paralleling letter to the Colossians, largely combating a proto-
Gnosticism that had negatively affected the local Judaism. Believers who are mature can 
address more complicated issues that the ekklēsia faces, beyond that of foundational 
doctrine (cf. Hebrews 6:1-3). James the Just says that a Believer “must ask in faith without 
any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the 
wind” (James 1:6), as men and women of God must have the confidence that He is present 

 
62 Stern, 590. 
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among them lest choppy seas arrive. And the journey of faith guarantees us that we will 
encounter such choppy seas—but we need not be tossed around by them! 

Paul issues a targeted warning against “trickery” (NASU) or “cunning” (RSV), seen in 
the term kubeia, which in ancient times actually related to “dice-playing,” by extension 
“sleight of hand, trickery” (LS).63 From an entirely classical sense, the thoughts of Epictetus 
may be considered, where he asks, “Why, then, do you delude yourselves, and cheat others? 
Why, then, do you assume a costume that is not your own; and walk about in it, mere 
thieves and filchers of clothes and properties which do not belong to you?” (Discourses 
2.19.28).64 What is more in view are Paul’s statements in Colossians 2:8, 22, where he says, 
“See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according 
to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than 
according to Messiah…[things] in accordance with the commandments and teachings of 
men.” 

According to Paul, people who scheme problems are actually playing games with God’s 
people—yet God’s people are not to be taken in by such games. The need to be mature 
Believers is emphasized by his prior remarks to the Corinthians, where Paul has said, “I am 
afraid that, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds will be led astray from 
the simplicity and purity of devotion to Messiah” (2 Corinthians 11:3). Satan will take 
advantage of willing souls who may deliberately bring in false teaching (1 Timothy 4:1-2), 
and false teachers will enter into the assembly bringing in various kinds of parlor tricks and 
acrobatics to impress the simplistic naïve. A mature Body of Messiah is to know better 
than be cast about by this or that, and has the responsibility to question the motives of its 
leaders and teachers (cf. 2 Corinthians 4:2). And please keep in mind: while individuals are 
surely not to be cast about, Paul actually has the corporate Body of Messiah in mind. 

4:15 When falsehood enters into the assembly, Paul’s instruction to his audience is that 
we are to be “speaking the truth in love,” meaning that it is to be properly confronted, and he 
goes on to state “we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, even Messiah.” 
Yeshua is the Head, something Paul has previously explained in 1:22 in regard to His 
universal Lordship, but here the description shifts slightly. Some have suggested that 
Philo’s sentiment about members of the human race being a part of a “body” may be in view 
here: 

“[T]he virtuous man shall be the head of the human race whether he be a single man or 
a whole people. And that all others, being as it were parts of the body, are only vivified by 
the powers existing in the head [en kephalē] and superior portions of the body” (On Rewards 
and Punishments 125).65 

 
63 LS, 454. 
64 Epictetus: The Discourses, 125. 
65 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 676. 
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Lincoln’s view of v. 15 is, “the Church as body is seen as receiving its life from Christ 
and Christ’s headship is understood in the sense of both rule and origin.”66 The Messiah is 
the Head of the ekklēsia in that He is the Source of everything we are to be, just as the head of 
a human body contains its brain. Bruce explains, “it is from him that [Believers] draw the 
resources necessary for growth. Christ is the head, but the full man comprises both head 
and body, so Christ the head is also, from another point of view, Christ corporate.”67 The 
Body of Messiah is made up of many members (Romans 12:4-5; 1 Corinthians 12:12), with 
Messiah as Head. Many of us may be reminded of the fourth stanza of Charles Wesley’s 
famous hymn “And Can it Be,” and how all of who Yeshua the Messiah is, is to be found in a 
person’s salvation and spiritual experiences: 

 
No condemnation now I dread; 
Jesus, and all in him, is mine; 
Alive in him, my living Head, 
And clothed in righteousness divine, 
Bold I approach th’eternal throne, 
And claim the crown through 
Christ my own.68 
 
While Yeshua the Messiah is Head of the ekklēsia as its leader, He is also the Head as its 

origin, something Paul relies upon in v. 15. In recent days, theologians have had to take 
specific note of kephalē as not just meaning head as “a being of high status, head” (BDAG),69 
referring to some kind of rank, but perhaps more significantly head as “source” like that “of a 
river” (LS).70 Understanding the Messiah’s headship of the ekklēsia here in v. 15—as either 
“leader” or “source”—will affect how one interpreters Paul’s later remarks “the husband is 
the head of the wife” (5:23). Is the Messiah the leader, or the source—just as the husband is 
the leader, or the source of his wife? Linda L. Belleville summarizes a side to this debate 
which has recently emerged: “What is explicit is that the man is the woman’s 
source…‘Source’ language is what Paul uses to describe the theological relationship both 
between Christ and his bride, the church (Eph. 4:15-16; Col. 2:19, ‘from’), and between a man 
and woman (1 Cor. 11:8, ‘from’; Eph. 5:30).”71 The debate over kephalē as head-leader or head-
source is a debate that will now begin to emerge in the Messianic community, especially 
over what it means for a husband and wife to be “one flesh” (Genesis 2:24; et. al.) in a 
marriage partnership. 

 
66 Lincoln, 262. 
67 Bruce, 352. 
68 The Methodist Hymnal (Nashville: Methodist Publishing House, 1966), 527. 
69 BDAG, 542. 
70 LS, 430. 
71 Linda L. Belleville, “An Egalitarian Perspective,” in James R. Beck, ed., Two Views on Women in Ministry 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 31. 
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4:16 The inner workings of the Body of Messiah, with individual Believers making up 
“the body parts,” is detailed by Paul. He says, “From Him the whole body, fitted and knit 
together by every supporting ligament, promotes the growth of the body for building up 
itself in love by the proper working of each individual part” (HCSB). This emphasizes the 
close relationship that individuals are to have to one another in the Body of Messiah, no 
different than how different organs work in tandem with one another within the human 
body. Yeshua the Messiah is the brain, and our relationship to Him as different parts of His 
body is imperative if the whole body is to function properly. The whole Body of Messiah is 
to function as “a living and holy sacrifice” (Romans 12:1), with each person serving one 
another and lifting up one another in His love: 

“For through the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think more 
highly of himself than he ought to think; but to think so as to have sound judgment, as God 
has allotted to each a measure of faith. For just as we have many members in one body and 
all the members do not have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in 
Messiah, and individually members one of another” (Romans 12:2-5). 
 

 
17 So this I say, and affirm together with the Lord, that you walk no longer just as 
the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their mind, 18 being darkened in their 
understanding, excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in 
them, because of the hardness of their heart; 19 and they, having become callous, 
have given themselves over to sensuality for the practice of every kind of 
impurity with greediness. 
 
Paul’s admonitions in the remainder of ch. 4 largely instruct his audience on the proper 

attitudes and behavior they are to have as Believers in Yeshua the Messiah. Writing a 
largely non-Jewish readership, he issues some distinct words that would have directly 
contrasted their previous way of living as pagans, and that would likewise have subverted 
some of the mainline Greco-Roman concepts of living in ancient times. Important parallels 
can be seen between Ephesians 4:17-19 and Romans 1:21-24, as well as Ephesians 4:17-19 with 
Paul’s concurrent writing in Colossians 3:5-10: 

 
EPHESIANS 4:17-19 AND ROMANS 1:21-2472 
THEME EPHESIANS ROMANS 

 
non-Jews lack effective 
knowledge of God: 
mind 
 

 
…in the futility of their 
mind (4:17c) 

 
…they became futile in 
their speculations… 
(1:21) 

 
72 Lincoln, 273; Perkins, in NIB, 11:427. 
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non-Jews lack effective 
knowledge of God: 
darkened intelligence 
 

 
being darkened in their 
understanding… (4:18a) 

 
…their foolish heart was 
darkened (1:21) 

 
consequences of 
idolatry: 
impurity 

 
…they…have given 
themselves over to 
sensuality for the practice 
of every kind of impurity… 
(4:19) 
 

 
…God gave them over in 
the lusts of their hearts 
to impurity… (1:24) 

EPHESIANS 4:17-19 AND COLOSSIANS 3:5-1073 
THEME EPHESIANS COLOSSIANS 

 
not like the 
Gentiles/nations 

 
…you walk no longer just as 
the Gentiles also walk… 
(4:17) 
 

 
…in them you also once 
walked… (3:7) 

 
vices: 
impurity/greediness 

 
…for the practice of every 
kind of impurity with 
greediness (4:18) 
 

 
…immorality, impurity, 
passion, evil desire, and 
greed… (3:5) 

 
putting off old human 
being 

 
…in reference to your 
former manner of life, you 
lay aside the old self… 
(4:22a) 

 
…now you also, put 
them all aside… (3:8) 
 
…you laid aside the old 
self with its evil 
practices… (3:9) 
 

 
reject passions of old 
human being 

 
…which is being corrupted 
in accordance with the lusts 
of deceit (4:22b) 
 

 
see vices of 3:5 

 
renew the intellect 

 
…be renewed in the spirit of 
your mind (4:23) 
 

 
…renewed to a true 
knowledge… (3:10) 

 
73 Ibid. 
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put on the new human 
being 

 
and put on the new self… 
(4:24) 

 
and have put on the new 
self… (3:10) 
 

 
the new creation 

 
…which in the likeness of 
God has been created… 
(4:24) 
 

 
…according to the image 
of the One who created 
him… (3:10) 

 
4:17 The new life of faith in Yeshua requires responsibility for Ephesians’ audience, so 

much so that Paul says “[I] insist on it in the Lord” (NIV). He tells them, “do not live any 
longer as the pagans live, with their sterile ways of thinking” (CJB) or their “good-for-
nothing notions” (NEB). Walking differently from the nations is something that O’Brien 
notes “reaches back to the Old Testament,”74 particularly in the Holiness Code of Leviticus 
(18:1-5, 24-30; 20:23), as well as the contrast between two different ways of life (Psalm 1; 
Deuteronomy 11:26-28; 30:15-20; Jeremiah 21:8). Also important to keep in mind are 
Yeshua’s words in Matthew 7:13-14, “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and 
the way is broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the 
gate is small and the way is narrow that leads to life, and there are few who find it.” Prior to 
encountering the Lord, Paul’s readers would have been among those on the path for the 
wide gate and utter ruin. 

If Yeshua is the Head of His Body, with individual Believers making up the body parts, 
then a person incorporated into His Body should have His thoughts permeating down. This 
is why Paul says “you must no longer lead your lives as the Gentiles do” (NICNT),75 meaning 
a life without God as focus (Romans 1:21). Paul is distinctly speaking about the old way of his 
audience’s life, in their previous sphere of influence as sinners (cf. Galatians 2:15). V. 17 
demonstrates the flexibility present in the term ethnos in the Apostolic Scriptures, which in 
its most neutral context simply means “nation(s),” but here is obviously akin to pagans. I. 
Howard Marshall asserts, “the Christian way of life is different from that of pagans.”76 
Lincoln further remarks, 

“[T]he designation, ‘the Gentiles,’ stands for non-Jewish outsiders to the Christian 
community and [here] Christians who are ethnic Gentiles [or, ethnically ‘of the nations’] are 
exhorted not to live like Gentiles.”77 

The non-Jewish Believers to whom Paul is primarily writing in Asia Minor are those 
who are seated with Yeshua in Heavenly places (2:6), being a part of the “one new 
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humanity” (2:15). He has admonished these people that while saved by grace (2:8-9), they 
have been created to walk in good works (2:10). With all of this in mind, what does it 
specifically mean for Paul that his audience not walk like the pagans, especially per their 
previous status of being separated from Israel’s Commonwealth (2:12) or the Israel of God 
(Galatians 6:16)?78 In Romans Paul has said that God has turned the nations over to their sins 
(Romans 1:24, 26), but for non-Jewish Believers—former pagans—this is clearly a status 
that was to be reversed. In their being incorporated into Israel’s Commonwealth, did this 
involve an expectation of obedience to God’s Torah or not? 

IVPBBC makes a very interestingly remark here, in that “What is significant is that Paul 
refuses to call ethnically Gentile Christians ‘Gentiles’ any longer; they may be ethnically 
Gentile, but they are to be ethically Jewish.”79 Does today’s Messianic Judaism do this, not 
only calling its own Jewish members to be proper ethically, but also non-Jewish Believers 
who look to it for guidance to no longer be “Gentiles” in matters of their behavior? Do they 
recognize that today’s non-Jewish Believers, entering into the Messianic movement, is in 
fulfillment of prophecy, as the nations come to Zion to be taught from God’s Torah (Isaiah 
2:2-4; Micah 4:1-3)? 

4:18 The condition of being a pagan separated from the God of Israel is a decrepit one: 
“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” (RSV). Colossians 1:21 attests, “you 
were formerly alienated and hostile in mind, engaged in evil deeds.” Paul uses a great deal of 
stock language in v. 18, used by the Jews of his time to describe pagans, who were often 
marked by their idolatry and sexual immorality (cf. Leviticus 18:3, 24-30; 20:23-24; 
Deuteronomy 26:16-19). Some scholars have suggested a connection between v. 18 and the 
sons of light and darkness as seen in the DSS (1QS 4.1-17).80 The pagans were people whose 
“minds have grown hard as stone” (NEB), living God-lessly and with great sin. 2 Corinthians 
4:4 says, “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might 
not see the light of the gospel of the glory of Messiah, who is the image of God.” 

There is a connection between what has been previously stated in 2:12 about the non-
Jewish Believers “at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of 
Israel…” (RSV), and v. 18 where they were “alienated from the life of God…” (RSV). Both of 
these verses employ the verb apallotrioō, “to estrange, alienate” (LS).81 Alienation from God’s 
people will result in a life that is alienated from His glorious intention. There may be a 
paralleling thought seen in the DSS, as “all who do not know His Covenant are futility 
itself…Their every deed is an abomination before Him, all that is theirs being infested with 
impurity” (1QS 5.19-20).82 The Apostle Peter’s words to former sinners are clear: “As 

 
78 Cf. Foulkes, 126. 
79 Keener, IVPBBC, 548. 
80 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, pp 130-131. 
81 LS, 87. 
82 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 133. 
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obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your 
ignorance” (1 Peter 1:14). 

Those who are sinners, not only suffering from an ignorance of God’s good intention, 
also suffer from hardness of heart. Hardness of heart is not something good in the 
Scriptures (i.e., Exodus 4:21; Psalm 95:8), often being associated with disobedience (cf. 
Isaiah 6:10; 63:17; Jeremiah 7:26; 17:23). The maturity that Paul desires his non-Jewish 
readers to have (v. 13) is to be brought about by the work of the Holy Spirit, being 
manifested in a unity and a welcoming in to the ekklēsia because of the work of Yeshua and a 
transformed heart. This would stand in absolute contrast to the sinful ways present in their 
own native culture, most especially how “many Greek boys were ushered into ‘manhood’ by 
an older man’s molestation” (IVPBBC).83 The kind of initiation toward maturity that Paul 
wants Believers to have is a maturity that comes via an intimate knowing of the Lord, 
manifested in a Body of Messiah that functions in His love and with proper behavior in the 
world. 

4:19 Marshall points out the possibility that the heathen do have some positive traits of 
their own from time to time, perhaps even with Paul setting them in contrast to the 
shortcomings of his own Jewish people (Romans 2:14-15),84 but this is few and far between. 
Paul’s remark made in v. 19 is more the reality of things in the Greco-Roman world: “They 
became callous and gave themselves over to promiscuity for the practice of every kind of 
impurity with a desire for more and more” (HCSB). The notable verb here is apalgeō, “to feel 
no more pain at a thing” (LS),85 which Bruce explains was “a classical term which means 
primarily that one’s skin has become callous and no longer feels pain.”86 Improper sexuality 
is mostly what is in view here, primarily as it regards mainline Jewish opinions of the 
nations from the time, perhaps best summarized in Romans 1:24-28: 

“Therefore God gave them over in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, so that their 
bodies would be dishonored among them. For they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and 
worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen. 
For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their women exchanged 
the natural function for that which is unnatural, and in the same way also the men 
abandoned the natural function of the woman and burned in their desire toward one 
another, men with men committing indecent acts and receiving in their own persons 
the due penalty of their error. And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any 
longer, God gave them over to a depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper.” 

Here, we see the manifestation of idolatry and homosexuality as a direct result of the 
nations’ rejection of the One True God, and there is a mass of ancient literature on the 

 
83 Keener, IVPBBC, 548. 
84 Marshall, in ECB, 1390. 
85 LS, 87. 
86 Bruce, pp 355-356. 
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subject which substantiates this Jewish view of the nations.87 Of the many possible quotes to 
be considered, Wisdom of Solomon 14:12 says, “For the idea of making idols was the 
beginning of fornication, and the invention of them was the corruption of life” (RSV). 
Testament of Naphtali 3:4 also describes, “The gentiles, because they wandered astray and 
forsook the Lord, have changed the order, and have devoted themselves to stones and sticks, 
patterning themselves after wandering spirits.”88 In his commentary on Romans, Douglas J. 
Moo summarizes that “In many Jewish polemical works, the gross sexual immorality that 
the Jews found rampant among the Gentiles was traced directly to idolatry.”89 This is a 
theme that is seen in various places in the Pauline Epistles, especially as Paul confronts non-
Jewish Believers and urges them to live a life of holiness unto God. This would require them 
to turn their back on such obscenities. 

Associated with their improper sexuality is the pagans’ pleonexia or their “greediness” 
(NASU). Many view this greediness as not just immoral ways (cf. 1 Corinthians 5:10-11; 6:10; 
Colossians 3:5), but something that is in fact an extension of their improper sexuality. The 
NIV extrapolates this as the pagans having “a continual lust for more.” O’Brien indicates, 
“The pagan way of life was characterized by an insatiable desire to participate in more and 
more forms of immorality.”90 Paul proceeds to explain that this constitutes the “old self,” 
and is not something becoming of Believers in the Messiah. 
 

 
20 But you did not learn Messiah in this way, 21 if indeed you have heard Him and 
have been taught in Him, just as truth is in Yeshua, 22 that, in reference to your 
former manner of life, you lay aside the old self, which is being corrupted in 
accordance with the lusts of deceit, 23 and that you be renewed in the spirit of 
your mind, 24 and put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been 
created in righteousness and holiness of the truth. 
 
4:20 Having detailed some of the gross sins of the pagans, Paul says “this is not the 

lesson you learned from the Messiah!” (CJB). Paul’s audience did not learn Yeshua from a 
lawless perspective, rife with allowances for sexual immorality. Lincoln’s view of v. 20 is, 
“Just as a Jew learned Torah, so now a Christian can be said to learn Christ,” further 
remarking, “learning Christ involved not only learning about, but also being shaped by, the 
risen Christ who was the source of a new way of life as well as of a new relationship with 
God.”91 Paul’s audience was to be composed of devoted disciples of the Messiah, who 

 
87 Cf. Lincoln, 279. 
88 H.C. Kee, trans., “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,” in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old 

Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1 (New York: Doubleday, 1983), 812. 
89 Douglas J. Moo, New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Epistle to the Romans (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 113. 
90 O’Brien, 323. 
91 Lincoln, 280. 
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