
EPHESIANS 4 AND 5, AUGUST 2018 

 So, picture, if you will, our house and yard.  Our yard is set up with the house and an 

attached garage in the front of our lot, some back yard, a detached garage, and behind that, an 

overgrown area that would have been the alley, had there been an alley. We have come to use 

this land as our own, as did the home owners before us.  We have tomatoes planted on one 

section, there’s some wild raspberries that grow there, and an old apple tree that still makes a 

good effort to produce apples.  The past few years, we’ve also had an invasive species starting up 

in this back area, Japanese knotweed.  I don’t know if you’re familiar with it.  Apparently it 

started out as an intentional import, as a decorative shrub, and it does have a cool looking 

bamboo like stem.  But then it went rogue and is now considered a problem.  Because of being 

located behind this detached garage, I don’t pay a lot of attention to this area, but the other day I 

gave it a close look and was horrified.  I swear we went from a plant or two of Japanese 

knotweed to a hundred over this summer.  It’s tall and gangly, it twines about other plants, and 

its everywhere!  The old apple tree was being swallowed up and choked to death by the 

knotweed. “Honey,” I said urgently to my husband, “We must act!’  I think you’re ideally 

supposed to root out each plant individually, but we were way too far gone to attempt that. We 

just went in with heavy duty clippers and started in, cutting down one knotweed after another,  

trying to at least free the apple tree.  It was hot, sweaty, dirty work, and I found myself wishing 

we’d tried to put a stop to it when there was just one or two plants and we could have dug them 

out properly.  But no, we just ignored it and figured the problem wouldn’t get any bigger.  We 

were wrong!  We gave an inch and the knotweed took a mile for sure.  Some things are like that.   

 This pattern of allowing a little of a bad thing to take root and having it grow into a lot of 

a bad thing holds true in life as well.  Just one drink is one drink too many for an alcoholic.  Or 



you don’t make the apology you should have made right away, and after a while the chasm 

between you and the other person is just too great to bridge.  Or you tell one little lie to save 

face, and pretty soon you’re in a giant web of deception as your one little lie  snowballs. In many 

circumstances, it’s so much wiser to simply not give any foothold to something that may be 

tempting and easy in the short run, but will go rogue and multiply exponentially in the long run.   

 This is the wisdom we find in our lesson from Ephesians this morning.  Last week our 

lesson from Ephesians stressed the importance of behaving in loving and forgiving ways that 

build up the body of Christ and contribute to overall unity and the common good.  We 

acknowledged that we are all works of progress when it comes to our journey of faith.  This 

week we follow up with some rather specific warnings about particular practices or behaviors, 

underlined by the dramatic phrase:  “Do not make room for the devil.”   “Do not make room for 

the devil.”  Here, I think is the warning to not neglect to uproot the knotweed the first time it 

makes an appearance; or before you know it, it’s everywhere.  Don’t ignore the beginnings of the 

bad.  Don’t make room for the devil by starting down a dark road, assuming you can always pull 

back.  Doesn’t always work that way.  Far better to not start down the road at all.  And two 

behaviors are held up in particular as ways we can find ourselves making room for the devil 

before we recognize the long range consequences.  They are:  how we deal with anger, and how 

we use our words.  Separate topics, but also related topics, as anger can certainly impact our 

speech.  

 So, let’s think on anger for a while.  I believe we could all be experts on this topic, as it 

seems to me we live in angry times in an angry world.  And because of the infiltration of social 

media, news forums, and so on, into our lives, sometimes 24/7, anger can certainly seem to be a 

predominant note in our society and our lives.  With midterm elections coming up, everyone 



hopes we’ll be angry about something, preferably the same thing they are, so that we will vote 

their way.  Anger seems to be standard political currency lately, and it’s corrosive and 

destructive of our common life and unity.  And that’s hardly the only arena for anger. We can be 

angry about politics, about road construction, about how our neighbor plays their music too loud, 

about how our health care system operates, you name it.  Lots of reasons to be angry.   

 The intriguing thing about our lesson is that it does not say:  “You should never be 

angry”.  In fact, it says the opposite.  In verse 26:  “Be angry.”   This is good reality therapy.  

This Scriptural verse acknowledges that we will be angry, it’s part of the human condition.  

What’s the use of ordering someone, “Don’t be angry” when anger does happen?  And 

sometimes, of course, we should be angry. Anger can be appropriate.  Jesus got angry at 

hypocrisy and greed.  Sometimes to not be angry would be the wrong thing.  However, the verse 

doesn’t end there, it continues on. “Be angry…but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your 

anger, and do not make room for the devil.”    It would seem that it’s one thing to be angry; it’s 

another thing to act on that anger in a sinful way, to be aggressive, violent, and enraged.   Let’s 

think this through.  There’s a direct connection between feeling slighted and angry and taking 

your fists or your gun and hurting someone or harming yourself---yes?   But, while it’s a direct 

connection, there are a whole lot of steps and choices in between the two.  Be angry, but do not 

sin.  Take care not to make the choices that lead from the anger to destructive behavior. Don’t let 

the sun go down on your anger, which is to say….don’t hang on to that anger like a cherished 

possession, wallowing in it, nurturing it, reliving it, building it up, day and after day.  Because if 

you do, you make room for the devil.  Instead of dealing with the knotweed and uprooting it 

early on, you invite it to spread and grow, and before you know it, your anger is causing you to 

sin, one way or another.  Rage is euphoric while it lasts and can carry us along like the crest of a 



wave until it crashes –but then we’re left with the damage we have created.   This Scripture 

passage seems to be warning us that when angry, we are particularly vulnerable to making room 

for evil to fester.  And while for most of, fortunately, anger doesn’t spill out in actual violence or 

dramatic, self destructive behaviors, it does come out so frequently in the other area we are 

warned of in these verses:  what we say. 

 Words. Are. Powerful.  I still remember some of the hurtful, careless words from other 

kids thrown at me when I was young, and I bet most of you do, too.  Words are powerful, and 

they take on a life of their own once spoken; you can’t unspeak them, they are out there, doing 

good or harm, depending on what they were.  We create our marriages, for example, with the 

words of our vows. And it’s usually words that bring marriages to an end, too, words like, “I 

don’t love you anymore.  I don’t want to be with you anymore’, and so on.  Words create, and 

words destroy.  Angry words very often are destructive.  And to what purpose?  Temporary relief 

bought at the cost of potentially permanent damage.  It’s not that we can’t be or sometimes 

shouldn’t be angry, but we don’t have to be malicious.  We don’t have to be mean angry.  And 

looking again at our culture, I think it is full of mean angry words.  Literally from the top of our 

government on down, we have become mean spirited in our use of language; words have become 

a weapon. It’s an embarrassment. Our entire culture seems to have lost in civility and courtesy in 

the past years.  Mean spirited, malicious words and name calling do not build up unity and the 

common good in the public sphere nor do they build up the body of Christ within the realm of 

church and faith.  This should be self -evident, but such behavior and language has become so 

commonplace, that we almost fail to notice it anymore, until it takes over like Japanese 

knotwood and chokes out the fruit bearing tree.  This, I think, should concern and grieve us, as it 

must God.   “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit,” Paul urges us; it’s hard to believe the Holy Spirit is 



not grieved.   As people of faith, we are called to a higher standard of living, to deal with our 

anger without being malicious, bitter, and mean. We are called to respect the power of language 

and to use our words with care, recognizing how wounding destructive words can be.  We are, in 

fact, asked to push back against an angry world—not by pushing back harder and meaner—but  

by being kind to one another, tenderhearted, and forgiving of one another.  And that’s a lot to 

ask.  But it can be powerful when it happens.   

 Here’s a small example; a colleague shared how he saw his daughter-in-law getting more 

and more angry with her misbehaving children, his naughty grandchildren, and he suggested, 

“Maybe the kids should go outside and Mom can get a break.”  This angry daughter-in-law, 

feeling judged by her father-in-law, turned to him and snapped, “You’re a fine one to talk!”  

Whoa---great set up for an angry, relationship destroying exchange of words.  But instead, my 

friend took a breath and said, “You’re right.  I would never hold myself up as an example.  I 

wish I’d been a lot more patient with my kids, like you usually are.”  His words completely 

diffused the situation. And he said that their relationship actually changed from that day on; 

unknown to him, she’d always felt he was judging her.  He used “the soft answer that turns away 

wrath”, as a verse in Proverbs puts it.  Answering anger or malice with being kind, tender hearted 

and forgiving, instead of becoming mean spirited or malicious yourself, can create relationships 

rather than destroy them.  

 We are then, called to be kind, tender hearted, and forgiving.  To be angry, if we must,  

but not to be mean or malicious or destructive.  In being entrusted with this calling we are not 

left on our own.  We are encouraged to imitate Christ, and we are empowered by something else:  

the seal of the Holy Spirit.  In verse 30, Paul wrote, “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with 

which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption.”   Those words should have a  



familiar ring to them, because they are part of our service of Holy Baptism.  I noticed recently  

how often my sermons , regardless of where they start, seem to end up at the Table of the Lord, 

with references to Holy Communion.  Have you noticed that or is it just me?   But, just to keep 

you on your toes, today, I’m going to pivot towards the Baptismal font, instead, the other of our 

two sacraments.  We are not sent out into the world alone to live this high calling; we are sealed 

by the Holy Spirit, as our text states.  We ourselves bear God’s image, and it is sealed upon us,  

at the time of our baptism and throughout our lives of faith.  When any of us is baptized, the 

water is splashed on our forehead as the words are spoken, “I baptize you in the name of God the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.”  Then the sign of the cross is made; is sealed; on 

our forehead with the words, “Child of God, you have been sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked 

with the sign of the cross forever.  Amen.”   What image do we, as God’s baptized children bear?  

The sign of the cross.  The seal of the Holy Spirit.  You know how products are sealed for our 

protection---often to a fault?  You can hardly get into the little bottle of ibuprofen or the can of 

nuts or whatever?  Because they have been sealed for purposes of protection.  That might be one 

way to think of this seal of the Holy Spirit; we have been sealed for purposes of protection; we 

bear that Spirit’s seal upon us as a mark of protection and of being claimed by God.  We’re not 

just floundering about in the world, hapless devil bait, hoping to do some good now and then by 

accident; we are called, claimed, empowered children of God, sealed and protected by the Holy 

Spirit.  That’s good to know! 

 Our baptism isn’t the only time we experience that image of God being sealed upon us.  

Any time that sign of the cross is made upon us or over us, we are sealed by the Holy Spirit.  It 

happens if you come forward for healing and anointing; it happens if you attend an Ash Wednesday 

service or a service of baptismal remembrance as we do every year in January.  It happens over 



your casket at the side of the grave, and it happens every time the benediction is given with the 

sign of the cross as our worship ends.  “Sealed by the Holy Spirit, marked with the cross of Christ 

forever.”  So much better than being marked by anger, malice, or meanness, contributing to the 

nastiness in our world by making room for the devil and letting bitterness overtake us.  That’s not 

who we are.  That’s not who you are.  You have a higher calling and have been empowered to take 

in on.  “You have been sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked with the cross of Christ forever.”  

Amen.  

 

  


