Ephesians 5: 3-20
This section continues very much from what has come previously. Paul is giving strong and definite teaching for the Christian community. From ch.4 at v.17, he has expressed his deep concern as to how a certain kind of belief and lifestyle – the mind being very much the problem as well as the body – can bed down, so to speak. If mind and body are not given over to God, there ceases to be restraint or self-control; and it is not lovely.
So at this point he turns to sexual sin. In the ancient world this was by many almost not acknowledged to be sin at all. Cicero, one of the great orators (who many of us studied for Latin in schooldays!), is quoted by William Barclay in his Commentary as arguing that there is no argument, no reason whatsoever to oppose the indulgence of sexual appetite for example in a brothel. Paul, within his Christian faith, finds himself at the polar opposite position. With a piling on of words – three different terms in v. 3 and three again in v. 4 – his teaching here in ch.5 is that even to speak about pushing out the sexual boundaries, to allow thought and imagination to roam in this direction, is unacceptable. He reckons that the immoral behaviour that so easily follows on such thoughts is utterly out of place within the kingdom of God.
This is not really about being prudish. And it would be a mistake to see this in terms of so-called “Victorian values”, which quite rightly have been exposed as frequently run through with hypocrisy and double standards. There is nothing here that says all sexual activity is something dirty, as if to imply that Christians just “don’t do it” except as some base last resort for the sake of procreation. Rather, where it is strong teaching is in its opposition to the exclusion of God’s sovereignty and grace from our thinking about sex. If we are going to indulge ourselves in some quiet corner, or behind closed doors, or by viewing internet pornography or by condoning everything from crude jokes through to the so frequent use of sexual images in modern advertising, we are in a sense on a slippery slope. In 4:19 Paul’s concern was that people can lose all feelings of shame. The same point really is being made here from 5:3. He is, and we should be, very uncomfortable with “in your face” immorality – people doing anything they want. He knows as well as we do that people will argue their corner (5:6), but he is not going to concede, since he believes strongly that God does not approve.
However, lest all of this be misread as one lengthy and negative tirade, the teaching is coherent about what the Christian alternative is. In 5:4, is that we should “rather” give thanks to God. In 5:8-9 is it that those who walk “in the light” bring forth a harvest of every kind of goodness, righteousness and truth, which is pleasing to the Lord. Moral conduct has to do with what can be objectively admired, for it builds up the person and the community. On thanksgiving, I am reminded of Brian Gerrish’s recent work on John Calvin, entitled Grace and Gratitude. There he makes a strong case on how Calvin unpacked the Gospel – namely that where there has been abounding grace on God’s part, so on the part of God’s people there should be abounding thanksgiving. The reason for this is that otherwise we so easily sink into pits of our own making, turmoil in the mind and conduct which destroys. God rescues us, but it is not done all at once, insofar as we have a continuing path to walk, to learn more and more of what the Christian life is, and how God helps us in our discipleship. Thanksgiving therefore is that repeated recognition of the divine hand stretched out towards us.  We need to take hold of that hand, since again and again the possibility is there of us falling away. I think all of this resonates very closely to the writing here in Ephesians 5. The contrast between light and darkness is not to say that some are totally in the light and others are totally in the darkness and there is no crossover. Rather, the invitation from God is to walk towards the light, to allow the light to shine on all of our living and all of our thinking, so that the truth may be revealed. We need to attend to where darkness still has a hold, not compartmentalising our lives, not keeping some things hidden. The shamefulness of what some people get up to, and of thoughts that we might be tempted towards, really has to be left behind. 
I need God’s grace to help me. And that grace is held out. Paul finds himself apparently quoting from a hymn in v.14. The Christian community is formed by its rhythms of worship and praise. We need one another, and we need the holy tradition, to keep us on the right path, for on our own we can so easily flounder. Yet again Paul writes how important for us to have our eyes open, i.e. to be made aware of where the dangers lie. To be wise is to be “not ignorant” (v.15); to make use of every good opportunity, of which there are plenty – even in evil times. For us to find out the Lord’s will when society is at best fickle and at worst positively corrupting in what it buys into, that is where we need to be. The language in vv.15-17 recalls the book of Proverbs. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of all wisdom.
Alcohol could ruin judgement in those ancient days just as it can nowadays. There is no word about total abstention, but there is a warning against getting drunk (v.18). With a recall perhaps of the day of Pentecost, the only kind of drunkenness to be sanctioned in the Christian community is being as it were drunk in the Spirit – being able, then, to communicate in language that others can understand the amazing grace and goodness of God. And so singing Psalms and hymns and spiritual songs is such a blessing. Thanksgiving, again he says, praise and thanksgiving at the very heart of who we are, will truly raise us to the heights. No doubt people do look for such an experience as they indulge themselves sexually or through drink or other drugs, but such pleasures as lie in that direction are depressingly fleeting, fraught with risk and potentially misery-bringing not just for the individual but for others with whom he or she is involved. In all seriousness – actually with all joy – Christian teaching insists we look elsewhere, that we may know life in its fullness.


