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Remember in the first Godfather movie the day that Michael Corleone attends the christening of 
his sister’s son as the baby’s godfather?  It is the same day that he orders the assassinations of 
all the rival dons of the other New York crime families.  Director Francis Ford Coppala alternates 
scenes of Michael in church, vowing to renounce Satan and all his works with scenes of his 
henchman slaughtering each of the other crime bosses.  That’s a picture of the way many 
people view religion today; something people create to absolve ourselves of guilt for the evil 
things we do.  We create a god and a religion that makes it possible for us to do what we want 
without guilt.  God is simply - as the German philosopher, Ludwig Feuerbach wrote, wish 
fulfillment.  People create a god they can live with, a god like themselves, a god that agrees with 
them.  And there’s certainly an element of truth in that.  Even Christians tend to treat the Bible 
like a smorgasboard, choosing the passages they like and ignoring the passages which make the 
uncomfortable; embracing certain characteristics of God - His love, His goodness, His patience 
and rejecting others: His wrath, His justice, His punishment of the wicked.  We all have a natural 
drive to think God is like us so that - as Feuerbach wrote, faith is nothing more than wish 
fulfillment.  I wish for God to exist; therefore He exists.  So how do I know if I know the true God 
or simply a god I’ve created?  It depends on what do we do with the parts of the Bible we don’t 
agree with - the parts that trouble us.  If you follow a god of your own creation, you’ll ignore 
those passages.  If you know the true God, you’ll take those passages seriously - even though 
you don’t like what’s in them.  You figure that if God and I disagree, then I’m wrong, not God.   
You see, a god who is just like us and never disagrees with us can’t be a Savior.  He can’t save us 
from ourselves if he agrees with everything we do.  The only God who can save us is the God 
who is greater than our desires, greater than our understanding and who is the standard for 
what is true, regardless of whether we agree with Him all the time.  
 
The passage we’re going to look at this morning in our study of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is 
one of those passages which is very likely to make people living in our culture uncomfortable.  
Because these verses go directly against our culture - just like they went directly against the 
cultures of Rome and Greece in the first century.  That’s why I entitled this passage, “Swimming 
Upstream.”   Because anybody who accepts these verses as the word of God is going to be at 
odds with their culture.  In these verses, Paul addresses the subject of sexual morality.   Judging 
from the New Testament, illicit sex was an enormous problem for the new believers.  They had 
grown up in a sex-obsessed culture where pornography, adultery, men sleeping with their 
slaves, incest and temple prostitution were all accepted as normal.  There were few if any sexual 
taboos - especially if you were a man.  But now that they are Christians, these new believers are 
learning that God has a completely different plan for them.  And judging from the number of 
times in the Bible, Christians are exhorted to stop being sexually immoral, for many Gentile 
believers, the transition wasn’t a smooth one.   Christians in our culture face the same challenge 
today.  If you didn’t grow up in the 50s or 60s, it’s hard to understand how much our culture has 
changed sexually over the past 50 years.  The sexual revolution - which challenged monogamous 
marriage as the only appropriate place for sexual expression - began to gain traction in the 60s 
and by the 80s, sexual expression outside of traditional marriage had become mainstream.  
Today pornography, casual sex with multiple different partners, living together without being 



married is considered normal and not even worth discussing - while any adult who is still a virgin 
is considered abnormal.  And so today, when a person from our culture becomes a follower of 
Jesus and is confronted with God’s will for their sexuality, the transition is just as bumpy as it 
was for the Gentile believers in the first century.  It is in the area of our sexuality where 
Christians today seem to have the most difficult time in moving from our former lifestyle as non-
believers to the new lifestyle of following Christ.   Because we’re swimming upstream.  We’re 
completely out of step with our culture.  We’re strange, alien, and prudish.  That’s why this 
passage in Ephesians 5 is a difficult one but a necessary one and I hope you’ll stick with me as I 
attempt to make Paul’s case for a born-again sexuality.   In vs 3-4, Paul explains to the Ephesians 
how they are to swim upstream and against the current of their culture when it comes to their 
sexuality. Then, in vs. 5-10, Paul explains why to swim upstream and why these specific practices 
are not appropriate for the new people Christ has created them to be.  Finally, in vs. 11-14, Paul 
explains the big picture and how swimming upstream will not only affect us, but the entire 
culture.  
 
However, before we look at this passage, I want to take a quick look at the biblical view of sex.  
Our sexuality was created by God for our blessing and happiness, and it is a powerful gift. But 
until we see sex the way God sees sex - the way He created sex - then we’re going to have a 
difficult time understanding or embracing His commandments for that area of our lives.  In 
Paul’s day, there were two common views of sex and both are explained in Paul’s first letter to 
the Corinthians.  Many people in the first century - and the 21st century viewed sex as simply as 
a natural appetite.   Paul refers to this view in 1 Cor. 6:13. “Food is for the stomach and the 
stomach is for food; but God will do away with both of them.”  In the context Paul is speaking 
about sexual immorality and he begins by quoting a popular saying among the Greeks.  Sexual 
desire like our desire for food is simply a natural appetite.  So when you’re hungry, eat.  When 
you want sex, have it.  It’s just a natural, healthy desire to be satisfied, not repressed.  That was 
the way a lot of people in the first century - and a lot of people today view sex.  What’s the big 
deal?  As long as you’ve got two consenting adults, anything goes.  After all, it’s just natural.  The 
second part of this popular saying reflects Greek dualism and the reason the Greeks felt 
comfortable in treating sex as just an appetite.  “...but God will do away with both of them.”- 
meaning both the stomach and food.  The Greeks believed their body was a prison for their soul, 
that their body was evil but their soul was good and the goal of life was to escape our body and 
to exist as pure spirit. The body was temporary - something God would do away with - and so 
that it didn’t really matter what you did with your body because it didn’t affect your soul.   
That’s why they could view sex as merely a physical appetite and something to satisfy, since it 
didn’t last anyway.  Now in the verses that follow, Paul explains how God views sex, but before 
we look at that, let’s look at the other common way people viewed sex in the first century - and 
in the 21st.  In 1 Cor 7:1, Paul again quotes a popular saying from the culture, “It is good for a 
man not to touch a woman.”  The word Paul uses for touch means to touch intimately and was 
an expression for sexual union, so this view said that it was good not to have sex; that sex is 
dirty and defiling and it’s good to abstain from it.  It’s necessary for procreation but nothing else.  
And again, this view like the first reflected the Greek view of the body - as something evil.  So 
some people in that culture viewed sex as an appetite to be indulged and some as an evil to be 
avoided.  But Christianity introduced a revolutionary new way of seeing sex - what God created 
sex to be - and that’s what Paul explains in 1 Cor. 6.  “Food is for the stomach and the stomach is 
for food, but God will do away with both of them. Paul says that both sex is an appetite and sex 
is dirty are wrong.  Because they don’t value the body.  That’s why he writes, “Yet the body is 
not for immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord is for the body.  Now God has not only raised 



the Lord, but will also raise us up through His power.  Do you not know that your bodies are 
members of Christ?  What we do with our body matters because our body matters to Jesus.  
When God raised Jesus from the dead physically, He demonstrated how important our physical 
body is.  We will not spend eternity as disembodied spirits.  We will spend eternity as redeemed 
souls living in redeemed bodies.  And our present bodies belong to Christ.  Our body is the place 
where Christ dwells on earth and what He uses to accomplish His Father’s will.  Our hands are 
His hands, our mouth is His mouth, our mind is His mind. Our body is the way God’s work gets 
done on earth. That’s why Paul says our body is not for immorality but for the Lord Jesus.  That’s 
why each of our bodies is a member of Christ.  Our body is His body.  And what we do with our 
body becomes vitally important. Shall I then take away the members of Christ and make them 
members of a prostitute?  May it never be!  Or do you not know that the one who joins himself to 
a prostitute is one body with her? For He says, "THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH."  When 
we minimize the importance of our body, we think of sex as simply a physical act.  But Paul says 
that it is far more.  Paul says that we become one with anyone we have sex with.  The two 
becoming one is often interpreted simply as sexual union.  But it has to be more than that; 
otherwise vs. 16 doesn’t make sense.  Paul would be saying, “Or do you not know that anyone 
who has sexual union with a prostitute has sexual union with her?” which would be redundant.  
When the Bible talks about the body or the flesh, it’s talking about more than just the physical.  
It’s talking about the whole person.  When God says that He will pour out His Spirit on all flesh, 
He means that He will pour out His Spirit on all humanity - not just a bunch of bodies. Sex is the 
joining together of two, independent personalities in a way that transforms us into something 
new. God designed sex not just for procreation or just for self-gratification, but for what Tim 
Keller calls “radical self-donation;” giving yourself totally to another and being transformed as a 
result. As such, sex is a picture of our relationship with Jesus who gives Himself totally for us and 
comes to live in us, the two becoming one.  Which is why Paul continues, But the one who joins 
himself to the Lord is one spirit with Him. The problem with our culture’s view of sex is that it is 
too limited.  It ignores the incredible gift sexuality is.  Laurie and I have been married for 33 
years and throughout the day, I will encounter questions and issues and know immediately what 
she would think about it.  That doesn’t mean that I necessarily agree but her influence on me is 
undeniable.  I haven’t lost myself but I have been radically supplemented by my relationship 
with her.  We have become one - not just one body on occasion but one soul.  Paul’s point is 
that because we belong to Jesus, joining ourselves sexually to someone besides our mate is out 
of the question.  Flee immorality. Every other sin that a man commits is outside the body, but the 
immoral man sins against his own body.  If Paul just means our physical body, then that verse 
couldn’t be true.  There are lots of sins we can commit against our body: overeating, drug abuse, 
suicide.  But sexual sins injures our total person because we are giving something of ourselves. 
Sex is designed to transform, to totally give your entire person to another.  But today our culture 
considers it normal to give the body but not yourself and that is sinning against your body, 
abusing your personality and destroying your commitment apparatus; and sinning against the 
Holy Spirit who has come to live in you.  So Paul’s view of sex is far loftier than that of any 
human culture.  Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, 
whom you have from God, and that you are not your own?  For you have been bought with a 
price: therefore glorify God in your body.”  So the biblical view of sex is revolutionary because it’s 
based on the great value of our bodies to God and the fact that our body doesn’t belong to us 
but to God as His dwelling place and because of God’s purpose for sexuality of permanently 
uniting two separate persons into one. . 
 



Which is why as Paul writes about how to walk in a manner worthy of our calling; how to live 
consistently with who we really are, he writes in Eph 5:3 But - in contrast to what Paul wrote in 
the previous verses about how we’re to imitate God as His beloved children, here’s what we’re 
not to do, what’s out of character for people for whom Christ died; what we’re to leave behind - 
immorality or any impurity or greed must not even be named among you, as is proper among 
saints; and there must be no filthiness and silly talk, or coarse jesting, which are not fitting, but 
rather giving of thanks.  The word “immorality” in vs 3 meant in Paul’s day any sexual behavior 
outside a monogamous marriage relationship.  “Impurity” means uncleanness or filthiness - the 
kind of things that make dirty old men, dirty old men.  Greed or covetousness is the desire for 
more, especially when it belongs to somebody else.  Paul may be referring to the love of money 
and financial greed here, but in the context, I think he’s probably referring to sexual greed or 
what the 10th commandment calls “coveting your neighbor’s wife.”  Not being content with your 
own mate but wanting someone else’s.  Paul says that immorality, impurity and greed aren’t 
even to be named among the saints.  He doesn’t mean that these behaviors aren’t to be 
discussed by Christians, he means that anyone who observes believers will never have the 
opportunity to name or identify any of these practices, since they are completely inconsistent 
for children of God. 
 
Vs. 3 is a list of inappropriate behaviors.  Vs. 4 is a list of inappropriate ways we communicate.  
there must be no filthiness  - the word means disgraceful speech, obscenity, talking dirty -  and 
silly talk, - the word Paul uses is where we get our English word, “moron.”  It means stupid talk, 
or low obscenity, the language of the gutter, Paul would call it the language of the fool - or 
coarse jesting, - If “silly talk” is low class obscenity, “coarse jesting” is high class obscenity.  The 
word referred to  witty, clever conversation; the double entendre, the ability to take something 
innocent and turn it into something dirty and usually funny.  The difference between low and 
high class obscenity is the difference between the drunk on the bus turning the air blue and the 
comedian you laugh at in spite of yourself.  Either way, it’s inappropriate speech for Christians, 
which is why Paul  which are not fitting,  Has this ever happened to you?  You’re listening to 
some prominent speaker - a politician, an educator, a scientist, a famous pastor - as they speak 
on a serious subject, and then they try to be funny.  And not only funny but kind of risque and 
crude; and they end up saying something totally out of character - at least, out of character for 
the person you thought you were hearing.  It doesn’t matter what they said previously; the 
speaker has lost all credibility now.  “I can’t believe he said that.”  Some people don’t have an 
on-deck circle in their heads where they take a few practice swings before actually saying what 
they’re thinking.  If they think it, they say it.  Well, just as that speaker’s indiscretion ruined his 
speech because it was so inconsistent, so Christians can ruin their example by this kind of 
speech.  That’s what Paul means when he describes these behaviors in vs. 3-4 as not fitting, not 
appropriate for those saved by Jesus.  
Instead he says we’re to be known by the giving of thanks.  Now I’m thinking, that’s a strange 
contrast.  Don’t be sexually immoral, obscene or tell dirty jokes but instead be thankful.   I would 
think Paul would say be holy or be pure.  But thankfulness really goes to the heart of the issue.  
According to the New Testament, the way we live is a response to what we believe about God.   
If I’m thankful, its because I believe that God is good, trustworthy, and is taking care of me and 
that I am safe in depending on Him for everything I need.  And if that’s my attitude towards God, 
I won’t be doing any of the things in vs. 3-4.  Sin tempts us when we feel empty, bored, alone, 
and on our own.  Thanksgiving reminds us that we’re not, that everything we lack in ourselves is 
available to us in Christ if we’ll just come to Him.  Well, vs. 3-4 is a picture of what swimming 
upstream looks like - swimming against the current of our culture.  And it’s a hard swim.  In this 



culture, it’s difficult even for the most spiritually mature individuals not to struggle with some 
kind of sexual temptation.   And in vs. 5-10, Paul explains why we need to keep swimming and 
not drift with the current. 
 
For - here’s the reason to leave these practices behind - this you know with certainty, that no 
immoral or impure person or covetous man, who is an idolater, - the things Paul listed in vs. 3 - 
has an inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.   Every Christian is tempted.  Every 
Christian sins.  Christians act immorally.  Christians covet.  We all fall occasionally.  That’s not 
what Paul is talking about here.  He’s talking about the immoral man - the man whose life is 
characterized by sexual immorality, impurity, lust and covetousness.  He’s not talking about the 
saint whose identity is in Christ and who stumbles occasionally.  He’s talking about the person 
who is known by his sin, who sins habitually and continually.   Because even though that person 
calls himself a Christian, it’s likely he is not be saved at all.   Our behavior can’t save us - we’re 
saved by Christ’s work, not our own.  But our behavior does show whether we’re saved.   The 
apostle John makes the same point in 1 John 3:9-10. “No one who is born of God practices sin, 
because His seed abides in him; and he cannot sin, because he is born of God.  By this the 
children of God and the children of the devil are obvious: anyone who does not practice 
righteousness is not of God, nor the one who does not love his brother.”  Notice that John 
doesn’t say that no one who is born of God commits sin.  He says that no one who is born of 
God practices sin.  What’s the difference?  To practice sin means to sin as a way of life; it’s a 
habit, automatic, something you don’t even think about.  But John says that anyone who has 
been born of God - born again - will be unable to practice sin because God’s seed - which I think 
means his new nature as a new creation prevents him from continuing to practice sin.  One of 
the first changes in born again people is that things they used to do without thinking all of a 
sudden begin to bother them.  Where there was once no conflict, now there’s conflict.  Before 
Christ came into my life, I lied habitually - didn’t even think about it, it came naturally to me.  
After Christ came in, when I told a lie, I was immediately aware of it.  I felt bad, like I had done 
something awful.  Things that used to not bother me at all started bothering me a lot and I 
found I couldn’t continue to do those things.  I still sinned but I no longer could practice sin as an 
unconscious habit of life.  That’s why Paul says that the immoral or impure or covetous person is 
not part of Christ’s kingdom.  Let no one deceive you with empty words,  - because we’re saved 
by the grace and mercy of God and not because of anything we do, people have tried to 
minimize the importance of sin throughout the history of the church.  “Don’t be so uptight, God 
forgives, if you stumble in the sexual area it’s no big deal.”  Paul says, “Don’t believe it - for 
because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience.  God takes 
sexual immorality very seriously and over and over the Bible assures us that He will judge all 
sexually immoral behavior if people refuse to repent and throw themselves on His mercy.  And 
so if you’re really a follower of Jesus, how can you continue to indulge in behavior that will bring 
the wrath of God upon those who don’t know Christ?   herefore do not be partakers with them;  
- don’t follow the culture, swim against the current - for you were formerly darkness, but now 
you are Light in the Lord; walk as children of Light  (for the fruit of the Light consists in all 
goodness and righteousness and truth),  trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord.   Why 
should we swim against the current of the culture?  Because of who we are.  We have a brand 
new identity.  Notice that Paul doesn’t say “you were in darkness” or “you walked in darkness.”  
He says, “you were darkness.”  Darkness in the Bible is the sphere where evil and sin reign, 
where we can’t see the truth, where we’re blind to the impact of the choices we make.  Light is 
the sphere where God reigns, the sphere of goodness and righteousness and truth.  That’s who 
we are now.  We were darkness, we’re now light in the Lord.  So Paul says, “Live consistently 



with who you are.  Walk as children of light.  Again, identity controls behavior.  I will always live 
consistently with who I believe that I am.  And understanding who I really am because of what 
Christ did when He saved me was fundamental to my own laying aside of sexual sin.  I came out 
of a promiscuous background similar to many of these Ephesians and I struggled for years with 
leaving that lifestyle behind.  It wasn’t until I understood what Christ had done when He saved 
me and made me a new creation that I finally understood why sexual sin could never satisfy me.  
Why it made me feel so bad and so unfulfilled.  Because I wasn’t who I used to be.  I was a new 
creation indwelt by the Spirit of God who wanted to live a righteous life.  When I lived 
consistently with who I really was, I experienced great peace and contentment.  When I lived 
inconsistently with who I was, I experienced great turmoil and conflict.  Christ wrecked me for 
sin.  Because I was no longer darkness but light, because Christ had made a fundamental change 
in me, sin could not satisfy me.  Why should I swim upstream?  Because that’s who I am. 
 
Finally, Paul reminds the Ephesians of the big picture - that how they live not only effects them 
but the people around them; and by swimming upstream, they not only benefit themselves but 
their culture. Do not participate in the unfruitful deeds of darkness, - swim against the current - 
but instead even expose them; for it is disgraceful even to speak of the things which are done by 
them in secret.  Not only are we to not participate in sexual immorality and the other unfruitful 
deeds of darkness, we’re to expose those deeds.  What does that mean?  Are Christians 
supposed to be the moral police, condemning people for what they do in the privacy of their 
own bedroom?  I don’t think so.  After all, Paul tells us in 1 Cor. 5 that we’re not to judge those 
outside the church.  Plus Paul says that it’s disgraceful to even talk about this kind of behavior 
and discuss it in detail with others.  So what does Paul mean by exposing the unfruitful deeds of 
darkness?  What’s he telling the Ephesians to do? Let’s read on. But all things become visible 
when they are exposed by the light, for everything that becomes visible is light.  What’s light? 
Paul just told us.  Born again, Christ indwelt people who are living in goodness, righteousness 
and truth, trying to learn what is pleasing to Christ.  I think that what Paul is saying is that we 
expose the deeds of darkness simply by living consistently with who we are.  We can’t help our 
culture unless we’re out of step with our culture.  People living in darkness are blind.  They don’t 
realize what they’re doing to themselves or what the consequences of their choices will be.  But 
when they’re exposed by the light - by being around people living a new life - they see the 
contrast; the difference between loving people and using people, between immorality and 
purity, between walking in truth and fooling yourself.  I think that’s what Paul is talking about 
here.  Not condemning people, but through our example, opening people’s eyes to another way 
of living and exposing their secret deeds as evil.  In college, I lived the same self-centered, 
immoral, hedonistic life my friends lived and didn’t think much about it - until I got to know a 
group of Christians. I really can’t remember much about what they said other than they were 
very clear about Christ and the gospel.  The thing that impressed me was the people they were - 
and how different I was in comparison.  Because they were real and authentic, I realized for the 
first time how phony I was.  Because they were secure in their own skin, I realized for the first 
time how insecure I was.  And because they were giving and generous, I realized for the first 
time what a user I was.  They had no idea they were putting my life under a spotlight.  They 
were just being who they were.  I think that’s what Paul is talking about here.  Which is why Paul 
concludes, For this reason it says, "Awake, sleeper, And arise from the dead, And Christ will shine 
on you."  Paul is probably quoting an ancient Christian hymn.  In the New Testament, people 
who don’t know Christ are referred to as being asleep and blind to their true state.  Paul’s point 
is that by living consistently with who we really are - being light in a dark world, people’s secret 
deeds will be exposed and they will turn from death and darkness to life in Christ.  The point is, 



swimming upstream will not only benefit us - it will wake up the people around us.  Now not 
everybody comes to the light.  Some people prefer the darkness.  But God scatters His children 
throughout the world to be light, to be a contrast to the darkness and to wake people up. 
 
If you’re a child of light, you can never be happy living in the dark, whether it’s acting out or 
fantasies inside your head.  You’ll feel empty,  dislike yourself and Christ will always seem 
distant.  It’s not worth it.  Christ laid down His life to set you free from sin. Whether it’s porn or 
an immoral relationship or simply flirting with evil, repent and turn to Jesus.  You belong to Him 
and He alone can satisfy your soul.  If you’re happy living an immoral life, then you have to 
question whether or not you really know the God of the Bible.  As we saw earlier, we can fool 
ourselves into believing in a god of our own creation - a comfortable god, a god who agrees with 
us, a god like us.  But that god can’t save us.  The Bible says that we’re sinners, saved by Christ’s 
work, not by our own.  And if I really believe that, then I’ll put my trust in Jesus to save me and 
to lead me.  If you know you’re in the dark this morning and you need a Savior, ask Jesus to save 
you.  Romans 10:9 says that if we confess with our mouth that Jesus is Lord - if we call on Him to 
save us, and believe in our hearts that God raised Him from the dead, we shall be saved; saved 
from the eternal penalty of sin and from the daily power of  sin. 
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