Ephesians 5:3-6
Remember what we have seen in Ephesians thus far.  Paul is writing to the church on what it is to be the church and what that looks like.  The thesis for all of his explanation is that we are to “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called,” (4:1) and he then proceeds to lay out for the Ephesians and us what that means and looks like.  It means we are…

… unified in the fundamentals of the gospel,


… not uniform in the gifting which Christ has bestowed on us,

… to grow and mature into the image of Christ, being rooted in the truth and speaking that truth in love to one another so that we help each other grow, and

… to put off the old man of sin and put on the new man created in Christ.

As we come to today’s text, we have to keep this context in mind.  Verses 3-6 are not lifted out of that flow of thought, and we need that foundation to stand upon to understand them aright.  It is too easy to read these verses and either say, “Well, there it is.  Go and do likewise.  Amen,” or to get mired in legalism.
We’ll look at this text in four points.  Paul exhorts the Ephesians with the truth that the Church and its individual members are to be pure, first of all, because they are saints, they are to be sexually pure, they are to be pure of speech, and finally, Jesus Christ the Righteous One is pure and both expects and makes his people pure.
The Church and its members are to be pure because they are saints (5:3,6).

The Roman Catholic Church has, for better or worse, stolen several perfectly good and useful words from the evangelical church, “catholic” being one of them.  In our text today, we come across another word that has been tainted by Rome’s misunderstanding (if I may be so kind) of it: saint.  This one word is key to understanding today’s text and a vitally important theme to the whole book of Ephesians.

For Roman Catholic doctrine, a saint is a person whose good works so outnumber their sins that he or she is exempt from purgatory and goes directly to heaven, and the excess of good works contributes to the treasury of merit that can be appealed to in order to get the poor souls in purgatory out faster.  Thus, “saints” are seen to be an elite class of super-spiritual, super-good, super-righteous people.  There are a few saints, and then there’s the rest of us.

For Paul, however, “saint” is a description of every believer.  In verse 3, he assumes that they are all saints, because sexual immorality was not proper to be found in any of them.  If we were to be rigidly literal in translating the word, we would read it as “holies” or “holy ones.”  Verse 3 would then read, “But sexual immorality and all impurity or covetousness must not even be named among you, as is proper among holy ones.”
This holiness is the purpose (and ultimately the result) of our election in Christ: “…even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world [for what purpose?], that we should be holy and blameless before him” (1:4).  We weren’t chosen because God is capricious and random; we were chosen to be saved so that we would be holy and blameless before him.  We were chosen to be saints.
The author of the epistle to the Hebrews encourages, “Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (12:14).  Believers are to strive for, to fight for, to do the hard work of attaining the holiness that is necessary to see the Lord.
John tells his readers that “everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he [i.e., Christ] is pure” (1 John 3:3).  As Christians, we are to purify ourselves, even as Christ is pure from sin.

This holiness is another example of an already-not yet tension.  We are already declared to be holy ones by God, but we are not yet fully and actually holy.  Therefore, we are instructed to put off the old man and put on the new, just as we have seen in the last weeks and verses.

However, do not misread or misinterpret what Paul is saying.  Notice that he assumes that they are already saints.  He never says, “This is how you become a saint.  Do these things, stop doing these things, and then you’ll be a saint and worthy of being saved.”  Paul never says that, and you will never  hear that from this pulpit.

Paul addressed how we become Christians when he said that those who are dead in their trespasses and sins repent of those sins and trust in the love and grace of Jesus Christ to save them from God’s wrath for their sins (chapter 2).

Notice also the stern warning associated with misunderstanding or even maliciously distorting the order of faith and good works and progressive holiness in verse 6: “Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience.”

There are those who try to downplay the seriousness of holiness in general or in sexual and spoken arenas in particular.  Any teaching that files down the hard edges and lines of what the Scriptures teach is ultimately “empty words” bent on deception.  Anything that lessens the gravity and magnitude of sin of any kind is not from God.  Calvin calls those who do speak lightly of sin and teach others the same “ungodly dogs.”  The warning here is not to make believers question their salvation or peace with God, but rather to further motivate them to put off the old man of sin and to put on Christ.  Those who are not in Christ and who live in wanton sexual immorality and covetousness and whose words are foul, foolish, and crude will face the judgment of God.  Christ has saved us from the judgment that we once deserved for these things, for “we too once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (2:3).  Having been saved from sin, having died to it, how can we any longer live in it?
This, then, is the basis for his pleas for them to be pure.  You are holy ones, called so by God himself and purchased by Jesus Christ for that very purpose.  These exhortations are based upon the idea of what is proper, fitting, and becoming of those so called and purchased.

Remember, however, that this holiness is a holiness in community.  We’ve already seen that there is no place for a Christian apart from a local fellowship of believers (church).  This holiness that we are to grow into is not achieved by the monastic lifestyle of running away from everyone else and living the life of a poor, starved hermit.  We are expected to be together, to live together, to love together, to rebuke sin and encourage righteousness together.  I cannot and will not grow in holiness without all of you, and all of you need me to grow as well.
The Church and its members are to be sexually pure (5:3,5).
Paul gives three nouns here to describe the kinds of impurity the Church is to avoid, and how vehemently they are to be avoided.  The nouns seem to broaden in scope, from particular to general.
(1) The first is porneia, the word from which we get “pornography.”  This is translated throughout the New Testament as “sexual immorality,” and refers specifically to acts of sexual impropriety.

(2) The next is akatharsia, which seems to encompass an unclean or impure lifestyle, beyond that of the specific instances of immorality.

(3) Finally, Paul warns against pleonexia, which seems to refer to impure desires and/or greed.  Paul may be referring to the desire to do the first two sins, or to improper desires and lusts generally.  

1 John seems to parallel this series and describes it this way: “For all that is in the world—the desires [or lusts] of the flesh and the desires [or lusts] of the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world.  And the world is passing away along with its desires [or lusts], but whoever does the will of God abides forever” (2:16-17).

What is the will of God?  “For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality [porneia]; that each one of you know how to control his own body in holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God; that no one transgress and wrong his brother in this matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, as we told you beforehand and solemnly warned you.  For God has not called us for impurity [akatharsia], but in holiness.  Therefore whoever disregards this, disregards not man but God, who gives his Holy Spirit to you” (1 Thessalonians 4:3-8).

Paul says that gross sexual immorality, unclean living, and improper desires are to be completely foreign in the lives of believers individually and in the church.  Remember, our context is never separated from the life of the church, particularly in Ephesians.

But what does this mean for us at Grace Community Church in 2010?  The Ephesians were living in a culture that accepted, condoned, and even encouraged temple prostitution in its religious activities.  That’s (very thankfully) not an issue that we have to face here in the evangelical churches of Weakley County or even in many US churches.  So how do we obey this text?  How do we keep ourselves pure in action and desires as a church?

First of all, we have to be clear on the standard with which we measure our thoughts and actions.  “Not even be named among you” is a far higher standard than simply, “don’t do.”  We as sinners have a The Price Is Right mentality with regard to sin: how close to the line of what is sin can I come without going over?  This kind of thinking is precisely the thing that brings about destruction, and is the kind of thinking that’s included in what Paul meant by “covetousness.”
As holy ones, skirting the edge (no pun intended) of sin and obedience is not proper.  If we are truly holy ones, then we should ask two questions: (1) how far away from sin can I run, and (2) how can I encourage my brothers and sisters in the Church to do the same?
As we saw at the end of chapter 4, it is not enough to simply try to abandon sin; we must replace it.  That is the double-edged sword of repentance.  One without the other is folly and will certainly fail.
Blake Hicks wrote and recorded an album of songs based on Augustine’s Confessions.  In the song “Drove Them All Away,” he writes,

For all those years, I grew more and more enslaved

When I once feared to lose the source of my own pain

How sweet it is and was, all at once

To finally be rid of lust, when I was sunk in fruitless joys

Where’d they go?

You drove, you drove, you drove them all away

You came, you came, you came and took their place

You drew my heart in, my true and sovereign joy

You who call are sweeter than them all

And brighter, too; You outshine the light

And you will win this fight

And the lesser loves will lose

Now I’m rid of fruitless joys

They were summoned in the moment

There is a grave warning given in verse 5 that clearly demonstrates how important the purity of the Church is. 

“For you may be sure of this,” Paul says.  This is not mere conjecture or supposition; it is a rock-solid truth.

“Everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, or who is covetous (that is, an idolater), has no inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.”
Paul uses the same three words from verse 3, and says that if any of them are true of a person, he or she has no inheritance in the kingdom.  Believers have “obtained an inheritance” (1:11), and Paul is writing to believers, so what is Paul warning against?  Is he telling them they can lose their salvation?

Paul is reminding them of the fact that sin of any kind, but particularly sexual sin, is not something to be taken lightly.  He calls covetousness idolatry (as he does in several other texts), which for Paul’s Jewish heritage is the worst kind of sin against God, and the one for which the Hebrews were exiled and destroyed for a time.  He is pressing home how diligent the Ephesians (and we) must be in guarding ourselves and each other from these sins.

He is also reminding them that those who persist in sin without repentance and faith will die in that sin and have no inheritance in the kingdom of our God and his Christ.  It is not a matter of holier-than-thou judgmentalism, but rather gospel pleading to say with our Lord, “unless you repent, you will likewise perish” (Luke 13:5).

It is a matter of how you are identified; are you a saint, or are you sexually immoral, impure, or an idolater?  Upon what and upon whom you trust makes the difference: you can already be a saint saved by grace through faith who is not yet perfected, or you can already be a lustful, impure idolater who is not yet punished eternally for your sins.
The Church and its members are to be pure in speech (5:4).
Paul again appeals to the propriety associated with being a saint, this time in terms of our speech.  Here again, there is a much higher standard to meet than simply a list of “don’t dos.”
In 4:29, the standard for our speaking with one another is that which gives grace to the hearer.  Here, it is thanksgiving (Calvin preferred the translation of “grace”).  The Bible never gives commands regarding our speech in terms of vocabulary lists, but that is precisely what our default legalist minds gravitate toward.  We want an authoritative list of unacceptable words, and we want them rated with a numerical score that indicates the level of each word’s unacceptability.  That way, we can justify ourselves with, “Well, I did just say about 13 level-4 words in 30 seconds, but that guy over there hasn’t gone under level 6 for the last 2 hours.  So I’m not as bad as him.”

We desperately want this verse to prohibit dirty jokes and George Carlin’s seven words and nothing else.  The problem is, we can have squeaky clean vocabularies and filthy rotten mouths.
Think of these examples, and you’ll see that the standard of grace and thanksgiving is much higher and much harder to meet than vocabularies and jokes.

(1) “It’d be great if that idiot knew what the stick on the side of his steering wheel was for!”
(2) Gossip—both local and celebrity.
(3) Arguing to be right.

(4) “I told you so.”

Matthew 12:34-37 contains some extremely tough words from Jesus: “ ‘You brood of vipers!  How can you speak good, when you are evil?  For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.  The good person out of his good treasure brings forth good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure brings forth evil.  I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.’ ”

What is in your heart reveals itself by your words.  Jesus is not saying that cleaning up your speech saves you; he’s saying that the state of your heart is revealed by your words as well as your deeds.  If you are a holy one saved by grace through faith, then your words as well as your actions will reflect that.  If you have not repented and believed in Jesus, then your words reveal the coming condemnation that you deserve.

“Filthiness” seems to refer to talking about the immorality and covetousness of verse 3; speaking of things approvingly that should be abhorred among believers.  We must be careful to never speak with approval or endorsement of those things which are displeasing to our Lord.  This certainly includes sexual immorality, but is not limited thereto.
Folly or foolishness in the Scriptures is never a simple matter of intellect.  The Bible never portrays fools as those who are just uneducated.  Foolishness in the Bible is always a moral matter.  It is the fool who says in his heart, “There is no God” (Psalm 14:1).  Wisdom and knowledge begin with the fear of the LORD; anything separate from those is foolishness.  Speaking foolishly, then, seems to convey the idea of speaking in any way that undermines the proper reverence and worship that God deserves and/or any way that promotes or condones flippant, irreverent, or blasphemous attitudes towards God. 
With regard to “crude joking,” Charles Spurgeon is a most helpful teacher.  A biographer of Spurgeon (either Susanna Spurgeon or Joseph Harold) wrote of the great preacher: 

His fun was always pure, with an emphasis; and he showed how it was possible for the highest spirituality to find a fitting exemplification in the brightest and cheeriest character. Some of his most intimate friends have often said that there was not the slightest incongruity, after one of his brilliant witticisms which had set the whole company laughing, in hearing him say, 'Let us pray,' for both the merriment and the devotion were sanctified.
Therein lies a great challenge to our speaking and joviality: is there the “slightest incongruity” in saying, “Let us pray,” after what we find humorous or engrossing in conversation?  This seems to be much more in line with “but rather, thanksgiving” than a simple prohibition of R-rated jokes.
Again, remember that this is instruction given in the context of the Church.  These instructions certainly apply to how we speak at all; the holiness of our speaking is a definite testimony of the grace of Christ in our lives.  However, we should be as careful to guard our tongues among believers also.  When we are together, do we speak in ways that give grace to the hearer?  Do we promote thanksgiving?  Is it fitting to stop at any point and give thanks to God in our conversations? 
Jesus Christ the Righteous One is pure and cleanses us from all unrighteousness.
1 John 2:1 is a helpful summary of our text: “My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin.  But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the Righteous.”
I cannot emphasize enough that today’s text is not a description of how to become a Christian.  Do not hear me nor read this text as saying, “Be sexually pure, don’t be covetous, don’t say bad words and bad things, and Jesus will love me and save me.”  That is not what is being taught here.

It is precisely because we are sexually immoral (remember, lust in your heart is still adultery) and have filthy, foolish mouths that we need Jesus in the first place.  You and I don’t come to Jesus after we’ve mastered godly talking and sexual purity; we come to Jesus Christ the Righteous One because he is our Advocate before the Father.  We are expected to be holy.  We are expected not to sin.  That’s clear from the whole of the New Testament.  Do not sin.  But, if anyone does sin, he is not abandoned and forsaken in that sin; his Advocate before Holiness himself pleads the merit of his blood.
“Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things [i.e., the immorality and filthiness of word and deed described above] the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience” (5:6).  What we need is not behavior modification or self-help motivation.  What we need is a Savior.
Take every advantage to encourage one another with the gospel in 2010.  If you’ve read something in the Word or read something in a good book that helped you, tell us.  Let us give thanks to God together.  Let us do so, being “eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3).  Let us steer one another away from gossip and unhelpful talking.  Let us steer one another away from idolatry, from coveting wickedness instead of holiness, from impurity, and from immorality.  Let’s steer one another toward the all-surpassing worth and good of Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.
If you’re here and you have not trusted Jesus Christ to save you, then you need to repent of your sins and believe in Jesus Christ’s perfect life and obedience to God.  He will save you from the punishment you deserve for your own disobedience.  Do not leave here trying to be better or holier; confess your sins to God, throw yourself on his mercy, and he will never turn you away.

For those who are believers in the Lord Jesus, then take the Lord’s Supper together, confessing that Jesus Christ was broken and his blood was shed so that we are and will be holy.  We take this together to confess that we are in covenant with one another to help each other grow in holiness and in love for the Lord Jesus.  If you’re a member of Grace Community Church, let me remind us all of what we have sworn to do for one another:

We will seek, by His grace, to live in a manner striving for holiness in the world, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts. We will constantly renew our minds to the truth that by being born again by His grace and brought into His Kingdom and being voluntarily baptized and identified with His Church, we are to lead a new and holy life glorifying our Father in heaven.

We will submit ourselves to the discipline of this Church as a testimony of our desire to always walk in a manner worthy of the Lord. And for our brothers and sisters, we will seek their spiritual advancement as dearly as our own.
As you take Communion, remember these things: 

(1) You’re not taking it alone; you’re joining with your brothers and sisters not only here in this place, but with everyone who names the name of Jesus as Savior and Lord.

(2) You’re taking this because though you once were impure and wicked, Jesus Christ has lived, died, and rose again to make you holy.

(3) Jesus Christ will finish the good work he began; he will make you fully and finally holy, and we will all take this meal together with him in the beauty of true, finished holiness.
