11.12.2023  Sex, Impurity, Greed, OH MY!
Eph. 5:3   But sexual immorality or any impurity or greed must not even be mentioned among you, as is proper among saints; 4 and there must be no filthiness or foolish talk, or vulgar joking, which are not fitting, but rather giving of thanks. 5 For this you know with certainty, that no sexually immoral or impure or greedy person, which amounts to an idolater, has an inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.

Eph. 5:6   See that no one deceives you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience. 7 Therefore do not become partners with them; 

8 for you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord; walk as children of light 9 (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness, and truth), 10 as you try to learn what is pleasing to the Lord. 

11 Do not participate in the useless deeds of darkness, but instead even expose them; 12 for it is disgraceful even to speak of the things which are done by them in secret. 13 But all things become visible when they are exposed by the light, for everything that becomes visible is light. 14 For this reason it says,   “Awake, sleeper,   And arise from the dead,   And Christ will shine on you.”

Eph. 4:17   So I say this, and affirm in the Lord, that you are to no longer walk just as the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their minds, 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 up to indecent behavior for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness. 
As I’ve said to you many times before we are a people obsessed with sex. Half the culture is obsessed with imagining it, seeing it, getting it. And the other half is obsessed with stopping people imagining it, seeing it and getting it. As I’ve pointed out recently, in American Christian culture we barely register greed, lying, or stealing as sins. But anything and everything sexual is treated as the most evil and shameful of all sins. 
Listen, every human behavior outside God’s will for us [sin] is EQUALLY destructive to us. There’s no sliding scale. The effect of breaking any commandment- whether it’s sleeping with someone to whom you’re not married or defrauding hundreds of old people out of their life-savings- is the same: separation from God, spiritual death. 
Of course, the level of damage your sin might cause to others may differ. The people affected by unmarried sex might be two. But a conman’s lies could affect hundreds. 
But don’t misunderstand me, the whole of scripture gives us a clear sexual ethic laid out in a very specific context: one man and one woman for one lifetime. All other sexual activity [in body or in mind] does damage to our souls. [That’s a pretty generic, text-consistent, answer. If you want to know my thoughts on specific questions sit down with me after the service and I’ll answer as best I can.]  
I say all this because as we move further into the practical application section, we find warnings against behaviors that are not conducive to a life that is flourishing in Christ. Our text gives us two lists of things to be avoided: sexual immorality or any impurity or greed; and filthiness or foolish talk, or vulgar joking,
Sexual Immorality is the familiar Greek word Porneia. As I’ve described it before Porneia is the “junk drawer” of human sexuality. In the context of the NT, Porneia is a generic word for ALL sexual activity that deviates from God’s intention. Everything that isn’t selfless, loving sexual activity between a hetero-sexual couple in a life-long commitment falls into the NT definition of Porneia.  So, to repeat: unless it’s loving, selfless, sexual activity between a husband and wife in a lifetime commitment, according to the scripture it’s Porneia. 

Impurity is akatharSIA. It is also quite generic meaning anything lewd, suggestive, any impure motives, anything -in Jewish parlance- unclean etc. So impurity here is anything a little sleazy that isn’t in line with God’s will for you and the world.  Paul uses this word in ch4, warning against living like the  futile,hardened, Gentile culture … Eph. 4:19 and they, having become callous, have given themselves up to indecent behavior for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness. 
Greed is [pleonEXia] is a very strong word for an insatiable acquisitive drive. In this context it could reasonably be understood as an insatiable sexual greed. Or it could mean a life outlook driven by an insatiable desire to acquire wealth, power, stuff, or people. 
Greed is regularly denounced in the NT. Jesus condemns it specifically in Matt 7 and Luke 12.  Paul includes Greed in lists of things to be shunned by Christians in Romans and Colossians, as well as Ephesians. It’s a habitual drive to acquire and hoard up whatever it is you want [experiences, people, money, or stuff]. And it is to be avoided. 

Now the other list: filthiness or foolish talk, or vulgar joking, takes us back to last week’s 
4:29 Let no   unwholesome word come out of your mouth… Since we covered that topic quite thoroughly, I just want to offer a bit more definition to the description of the language we’re to shun.  Filthiness is aischrotes- which is obscenity.  Foolish talk is morologia- [literally: words of the moron]- flippant, silly words without a speck of wisdom behind them- the talk of a Fool. And vulgar joking is eutrapeLIA.  In certain contexts this word might mean pleasantry or witty speech. But its regular usage means facetiousness or buffoonery or, more specifically, dirty jokes, coarse humor and leering innuendo.  [Does that mean we can’t EVER joke about sex? I don’t think so. It’s part of the human condition and we need to be able to laugh about it- but time, place, tone, context and intent are critical to that equation. That needs more thought.]

That said, let’s get back to our first list: sexual immorality or any impurity or greed
Why does Paul think these issues are so important? 

Remember, first of all: our best guess is that, before it landed in Ephesus, this letter was directed to house churches in Roman Asia minor. 
Greco-Roman culture was even more sexualized than ours. Casual sex and every imaginable impure practice flourished. Paul says 5:12 for it is disgraceful even to speak of the things which are done by them in secret. Illustrations of all sorts of unorthodox intimate activities have been found portrayed in wall paintings or on pottery. Especially for men in Greco-Roman culture, there was no need for restraint. If it tickled your fancy, if you desired it, do it. 

With the culture so generally sexualized it isn’t much of a surprise that the RELIGIONS of Roman culture was also HIGHLY sexualized. [Religious forms tend to follow culture.] So it was just “normal” to make an offering and have sex with a temple prostitute. The mystery religions treated the sexual experience as the pinnacle of the religious quest. Evidently, Orgasm gave enlightenment. And the Enlightened could do whatever they wanted with the body. The educated, open-minded, illuminati were released from any definitions of right and wrong. 
Restraint was for the weak minds still in the dark. 
It's in this vast ocean of misguided “enlightenment” that our little house churches in the Lycus valley are trying to follow Christ. This is why he wrote in ch4: Eph. 4:17   So I say this, and affirm in the Lord, that you are to no longer walk just as the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their minds, 18 being darkened in their understanding…19 … having become callous, have given themselves up to indecent behavior for the practice of every kind of impurity…
A few weeks ago I mentioned a book called “A Week in the Life of Ephesus,” by David DeSilva.  Based on extensive historical research, the book follows an array of individuals over the course of an eventful week in Ephesus. 

Most are typical Roman citizens with their traditional gods, and civic-minded worship of Caesar. There is a small cadre of Christians who meet in a home. The faith of the homeowner, a devout follower of Jesus, is severely tested. 
But there’s another Christian in the story. He openly claims to be a Christian, while advocating that there’s no contradiction in being a Christian AND engaging in traditional worship of the Roman gods and Caesar. In the book he even references the teachings of a Christian prophetess – in this I think he’s supposed to be referring to the condemned prophetess Jezebel in Revelation 2 & 3.
Do you remember our study of Revelation and the circumstances of the 7 churches to whom it was written?  All 7 “churches” faced the perpetual press of Roman propaganda, Roman gods, the normalcy of temple prostitution and sexual enlightenment in mystery religions and a simmering threat of social and economic persecution- even lynching. This was the cost of Christian discipleship in Roman Asia Minor. 

So over time, there came to be a market for “Christian Prophets” who taught the Asia Minor Christians they they could stay Christians but accommodate the other Roman Religions  [Just like the Joel Osteens/ Paula Whites or the Prosperity Theology of our day- cultural accommodation] The teachings of Baalam, the prophetess Jezebel, and the Nicolaitans, were welcomed- And this meant teachings about enlightened sexual freedom coming into the Church and the “okay” for Christians to worship the Roman gods via religious prostitution [which most of the men used to do anyway.]
So Paul warns: Eph. 5:6   See that no one deceives you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon  the  sons of disobedience. 7 Therefore do not become partners with them;
The Lycus valley house churches are surrounded by a permissive, free-thinking, highly sexualized culture and that culture is seeping into the Church. And Paul is trying to stem the flow when he says: Eph. 5:3 … sexual immorality or any impurity or greed must not even be mentioned among you, as is proper among saints…  

I would offer that we have had virtually the same situation going on in our modern world for, at least, the past 30 years. As I was a teenager, at church, at Christian camps, and other meetings, there was still a strong message that following Jesus meant He was to be Lord of your sexuality. And so while sex was a good gift from God, it was an act of worship to honor Him via abstinence until marriage. 
Simultaneously, and unfortunately [40s, 50s, 60’s] there was also a lot of repressive teaching -probably stemming from [unnecessary] embarrassment and the mistaken perception of parents or teachers or preachers, 
that sex was dirty; that it’s only value was in pro-creation, and our bodies were sinful. Even in married situations some couples gathered from church teachings that they should feel guilty for wanting the good, God-given thing sex is. [Alan Basham: couple told nothing about sex- confessing to a counselor that they were having these intense desires to do things they didn’t understand- feeling guilty/dirty/etc.]
Ah but, around the 80’s, when folks started to grasp that the guilt-perspective on sex was wrong the pendulum started to swing the other way: “Well, God has made us sexual beings, and sex is good. Thus ALL sexual activity must be okay. Surely God wants us to experience and enjoy all the sexual goodness we can know.”  So “enlightened” Christians just began to engage their sex lives the way all the non-Christians had for decades. The body wasn’t wicked. God wasn’t a prude. God made sex for us all to enjoy- no limits.
 And the sexual ethic found in scripture just reflects an ancient unenlightened perspective. But we’ve grown past that.   Sex outside of marriage, sex as recreation, same-gender practices- all of it is okay and blessed by God.
One poorly thought-out Evangelical response to this was the Purity Movement popular in the south and a lot white evangelical churches in the 90s and early 2000s. Purity rings given to daughters [by Fathers] portraying them as “married” to Christ along with virginity pledges. And, in some cases the PROMISE from Church leaders that IF they remained faithful to their pledge God would bless them with a perfect marriage. 

So, instead of simply teaching the goodness and excellence of sexual activity in it’s God-ordained context we put emotional pressure on young women to keep their legs crossed, with the pie-crust promise that they would live “happily ever after” in their perfect, future marriage- if they were faithful virgins. And with the passing of time a lot of these women woke up disillusioned, feeling abused by, and angry at the Church. And a lot of these women cite this as one reason they’ve chosen to give up their faith and leave the Church. 
My point is that the current state of sexual practice in the modern Evangelical Church bears a striking similarity to the issues the Churches were facing in Roman Asia minor. Lots of enlightened folks thinking anything goes, right in line with the rest of the secular culture; with little thought to the Creator-God’s Intention for our sexuality- which Paul quotes later about husband-wife relations: 5:31 “For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother and be joined to his wife and the two shall become one flesh.

So what’s Paul’s advice and warning on the matter? Well in v6 he says: 
Eph. 5:6  See that no one deceives you with empty words,  These words of “enlightenment” and acceptance of all things without the God-ordained boundaries- are all “empty words” that “deceive.”  And you need to give them all a HARD PASS. 
As followers of Jesus you MUST subject yourselves to the sexual practice as created and ordained by the God of the universe. Nothing else is valid. And anything else is destructive to your soul and body. 
So Eph. 5:3   sexual immorality or any impurity or greed must not even be mentioned among you, as is proper among  saints… So the phrase “proper among  saints…” indicates standards for sexual practice were known and understood among the church. And one of the ways this was bolstered was to avoid the topics altogether.  And with that we could connect Phil 4
Phil. 4:8   Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Shut out the Porneia and think on what’s good.
Guard your heart. Guard your mind. Guard your imagination from porneia or any impurity or greed. If it’s not a topic of conversation, it’s less likely to be a temptation, let alone a deed done.  As Paul says later. 5:11 Do not participate in the useless deeds of darkness, but instead even  expose them; 12 for it is disgraceful even to speak of the things which are done by them in secret.
Casual sex is parody of the real thing. It’s like refusing fresh, clean water and preferring a drink from a mud puddle. It’s like preferring a box of hostess twinkies to a freshly baked cherry pie. It’s preferring a damaged recording of a symphony to a world-class orchestra performing just round the corner.

I’m going to close this message with an excellent quote from N. T. Wright that puts it perfectly:

“Precisely because sex is a good and important part of God’s creation of the animal kingdom, and of humans within it; 

precisely because it is the means of tenderness and intimacy between husband and wife, as well as the means of God-given procreation;

 precisely because it is the occasion for great blessing and emotional fulfillment; because of all these, people on the road to the genuinely human existence promised in Christ must avoid all cheap imitations.”
This is Paul’s message to churches besieged by a culture obsessed with sex 

just like ours: Don’t let it enter your mind or heart. Guard them well. 

And you should think about that.  

There’s more to talk about in this passage- like the important topic of idolatry. 

So while we will take a break from Ephesians, we will be back. 


