13 July 2008 : Ephesians 5 : 1-7
Well, we’re back into Ephesians, with some intensely in-your-face practical stuff about everyday living and everyday relationships. I’m afraid I’m going to tread on a few corns these next two or three weeks. That’s not my declared intention, but the subject matter is such that it’s unavoidable. So I’m giving this public health warning now, in the sure and certain knowledge that no-one will dare miss this bit of the series, in case people notice that you’re marked absent and wonder what exactly you’re offended at!

Let me say straight away that the title, the theme, the connecting thread of these closing chapters of Ephesians is set out in the first two verses : Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children, and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 
Would I be right in guessing that no-one would take issue with that? This is what it’s all about – the overwhelming love of God that sent His Son to the cross. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5.21 : God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. And that follows just a few verses behind this great gospel truth : If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has gone, the new has come. You and I are not the people we used to be, thanks to Jesus.
That is good news. All our sins, past, present and future, have been wiped out by the sacrifice Jesus made on the cross. God has deleted the heavenly database of our wrong deeds, words and thoughts. If we have accepted Jesus as Saviour and Lord, our whole nature has been radically and irreversibly changed. We are no longer, in the eyes of the Lord, miserable sinners bouncing along from one crisis to another until Jesus comes to get us and rescue us from our unhappy existence. Jesus himself tells us that life in him is to be enjoyed here on earth, as the joy and power of heaven overflows through us.

And I’m sure we all whole-heartedly welcome those truths, in principle, but in practice we need to learn to live in Christ’s victory, to put the gift of salvation to work in this new life, and the guiding principle of that is the love that has Christ poured out into our hearts when we were born again of the Holy Spirit. In Ephesians 5 & 6 Paul illustrates what living by love actually means 24/7. So are you ready to tackle this lot?
Right, here we go. Among Christians, Paul says, there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity or of greed. In this letter, remember that Paul is writing to the church, not to unbelievers. Paul was deeply concerned that people in the church, people who had made a public commitment to Jesus Christ, people who claimed to be born again and filled with the Holy Spirit, were behaving in exactly the same way as the idol-worshipping mob round about them. 

In particular, people who called themselves Christians were getting into the wrong bed, with the wrong people, were getting into problems in their own lives because of it, and as a result were bringing the name of Jesus into disrepute. 

I think we can understand the pain this brought Paul. These were his spiritual children, and he loved them far too much to stand back and watch them risk frittering away the fullness of God’s saving grace through a lack of self-discipline. And Paul wasn’t just being a spoilsport either. As the man called and chosen by the Lord to be a father in the faith to the church at Ephesus, he was so aware of two things.

One, that God zealously desires nothing but the best for his children. He loves us far too much to see us settle for stale spam sandwiches when we are invited to share the rich feast of his breathtaking generosity. Two, because God wants us to be witnesses of how much a relationship with him through Jesus improves the quality of our life.
What was true for the Christians of Ephesus 2,000 years ago is still true for us now. Whether we like it or not, if people who are not Christians know that we have a church connection, they will be watching us. Be sure of it. They’ll want to know that what we say we believe makes a real positive difference to the way we live, and if not, it hands a cheap propaganda victory to the devil – that old the church is full of hypocrites routine.

It’s a poor witness if, as believers, who know the truth, we choose to ignore the truth and get ourselves into relationships that are inappropriate. It can all start so innocently, having coffee once in a while with someone at morning break, just friends of course, then going for lunch, then sharing bits of personal information that you’ve never told your wife or your husband, then remembering that person’s birthday whilst you forget your spouse’s. Then you start calling off family events, because you’re working late – but you’re not. That’s going only one way, and you will not enjoy the final destination.

The minute you have to conceal a relationship, or make excuses to rationalise being in it, that’s the minute you know you are where you should not be, and it is time, there and then, to stop the bus and get off. You owe it to your own family, you owe it to the other person and his or her family, you owe it to yourself, and you owe it to Jesus who died in agony so that you might enjoy abundant life, not sneaking around in deception.

And, please, let’s never play the helpless card : Well, I know it’s wrong, according to the Bible, for me to be playing around behind my wife’s back, but I just can’t help how I feel. Let me make two points about that. One, as Christians, you and I should always be taking our direction from the Word of God, which is always constant and reliable, not our emotions, which are as changeable and unreliable as British summer weather. We need to honour the Lord by doing what is right, whether it feels good or not.

Let me poke fun at myself here as I explain taking authority over our emotions. Whenever I hear trendy touchy-feelies babbling : just go with your emotions, if that’s how you feel it must be God’s will : I FEEL like punching their lights out! However, I KNOW, because the Bible tells me, that I shouldn’t let my anger lead me into sin, and so I CHOOSE, in obedience to God’s will, to tell my feelings to shut up and sit down. Faith in Jesus means we don’t need to let our emotions bully us any more.

The second point is that, contrary to what some so-called experts would tell you, it is actually possible to change how we feel. If our feelings are not wholesome, they are not from God. James 4.7 says : Submit to God, and to his Word, resist the devil and he will flee from you. Remember who you are, a child of God, with the same power that raised Jesus from the dead living in you by His Holy Spirit. You have power to change! 

God invites, indeed urges, us to nourish ourselves from his Word, to let his Word shape our thinking, and then let our Word-filled thinking shape our feelings. When we accept Jesus as saviour, we also need to accept him as Lord. That means he’s boss. That means we do what he says in his Word, not what we feel like. Remember 2 Corinthians 5.17 : If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has gone, the new has come.

And never forget that God never calls us to change in a way that will not add quality to our lives. He is a gracious loving Father who wants nothing but the best for us, who has been around a long time and knows what is best for us, who is always compassionate and welcoming when his children turn to him and say : Lord, I’m confused, I’m not sure I’ve been making good decisions, but now, with your help, I want to get it right.   

I want now to turn this on its head and, rather than focus on sexual immorality, which we all know hurts and saddens God, let’s consider what delights and blesses God. First, marriage – one man and one woman making an exclusive commitment in genuine love for, and in, God, in faith, for life. Second, chastity, which is either what Paul identifies as a special spiritual gift enabling those who have been given it to concentrate fully on a life of love and service to God, or those who are single and dating … but waiting! 

If that’s where you are, it’s a special act of worship to God, and it enables you to enjoy his supernatural provision and protection. As we’ve said, God doesn’t want us to settle for second best. God wants us, his precious children, to enjoy his very best, all the time. I think it’s great when couples who’ve been living together for some time approach me and ask to be married. They’re making a brilliant decision, to commit their relationship with one another to the Lord, and so come under the umbrella of his covenant blessing.
Let me make one thing absolutely crystal clear. It would be totally wrong and grossly irresponsible to say God doesn’t love people who are in some other kind of relationship There is nothing any of us can do that makes God love us one bit more, or one bit less. One the greatest things about the love and mercy of Our Father is the way he continues to reach out, day after day, to people who – in a whole variety of ways – are living at less than His wonderful best. I, for one, am hugely grateful for his patience with me.
We saw in John 8 Jesus minister in immense love, grace and mercy to a woman caught in the act of adultery, something that really breaks the Father-heart of God. A passing thought – what about the guy? It takes two to tango! The religious people wanted to stone her to death. Jesus saved her, in every sense of that word. And you’ll notice that it wasn’t until after he had pronounced forgiveness, cleansing and freedom from guilt – as a free and unconditional gift – that he called her to change her way of life. 
All too often, our first reaction is to go down the road of the Pharisee rather than the road of Christ. Those of us who are parents of teens and twenties may recall times when our children got into a relationship that just wasn’t right, but they couldn’t see it that way and it got uglier than Shrek in a face-pulling contest! We’ve been there, done it, got the t-shirt, believe me! But we’ve just about learned enough now to realise that a better approach is to claim the promises of God for the salvation of our children, because when they are born again, they will want to get their life in line with the Lord.

So let’s not be quick to get on someone’s case and point accusing fingers. That’s not a loving thing to do, and it’s likely to do more harm than good. Jesus said : Let whoever is without fault throw the first stone. I can’t speak for anyone else, but I’m certainly not without fault, so I’m in no position to stand in judgement over anybody. Our divine calling is to be witnesses, not judges, and there’s plenty of work to be done. 
The biggest issue in anyone’s life is their relationship, or lack of it, with Jesus Christ. That’s the big hole in so many people’s hearts, and cheap condemnation of aspects of their lifestyle isn’t going to help them fill it. Our love and acceptance, in the power of the Holy Spirit, and in the name of Jesus, will. It will encourage them to find new life in Jesus for themselves. Once that happens, God, who is so much more gracious than we are, at least in the natural, works with people, in love, by His Holy Spirit, at a pace he knows they can handle, to renew them in his likeness. We are all work-in-progress.

We’ve all made mistakes. All of us. But God doesn’t condemn us. He loves us. He is still as committed to our wellbeing as he was when he sent his Son to the cross to save us. He still longs for us, as 3 John 2 says, to prosper and be in good health, even as our soul prospers. Whatever life has dealt you up to now, whatever mess other people have made of it for you, or maybe even made of it yourself, let this be the day when each of us reconnects with the full life-changing power of his love and starts afresh, assured, in the words of Paul, that there is NO condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 
