
Sermon 23: Ephesians 5:3-7: Motivations for Personal Purity

OUTLINE

Your identity as saints
The certainty of judgement

INTRODUCTION

Why should a Christian not have sex before marriage or any other form of sexual sin?  Why 
should a Christian not tell dirty jokes?  Why should a Christian not swear?  Why should a 
Christian not be greedy?  It is to these questions that we turn as Paul gives the Ephesians 
motivations to be personally pure.  Paul has been speaking to the area of unity, to the area 
of relationships, and about those sins that we do against each other like lying, stealing, 
slandering, unforgiveness, etc.  But Paul is not only concerned about our unity he is also 
concerned about our holiness, in particular our personal purity.  Put off the old man, not 
only in how you reacted to others but in how you conduct yourself as well.  In Ephesians 
5:3-7 Paul moves into the area of personal holiness and gives the Ephesians motivations for 
personal purity, ‘But sexual immorality and all impurity or covetousness must not even be 
named among you, as is proper among saints. 4 Let there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor
crude joking, which are out of place, but instead let there be thanksgiving. 5 For you may be
sure of this, that 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. 6 Let no one deceive 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.’  

These verses naturally divide into 2 parts, v3-4, and v5-7.  In verses 3-4 Paul calls the 
Christian to not be associated with certain sins, sexual immorality, impurity, greed, and 
sinful speech, and he motivates them in this direction by an appeal to their identity as 
saints, ‘as is proper among saints.’  Then in v5-7 we see Paul repeat the same sins, sexual 
immorality, impurity and greed, but this time he motivates them not to partner with 
unbelievers in these things because of the certainty of the judgement of God upon them.  In
the language of motivation we talk about using the carrot and the stick; honey and vinegar, 
Paul utilizes both.  So our message will be divided into two parts looking at these in turn.  

Your identity as saints

V3, ‘But sexual immorality and all impurity or covetousness must not even be named among
you, as is proper among saints.’  I find myself in a difficult position in these verses because 
Paul says I should not name what he is speaking about.  The trouble is that Paul had lived in
Ephesus for a while and knew the sexual immorality of the city and anyone who lived there 
and was saved in that context knew it as well.  So Paul is speaking to those in the know and
doesn’t have to name the unmentionables.  For the purpose to making these texts clear, I 
do.  Ephesus was the primary town for the worship of Diana; associated with the worship of 
Diana were sexual orgies, temple prostitution and drunkenness.  Like Corinth, Ephesus was 
shaped by its devotion to Diana, and various forms of immorality associated with this 
idolatry were pervasive.  Many of those converted in Ephesus would have been converted 
out of these experiences.  Verses 3-4 are addressing these conditions, and calling for purity 
both sexually and verbally in this context.  

Now v3 mentions 3 things that should not even be named, sexual immorality, impurity and 
covetousness.  The first two are words that describe all forms of sinful sexual behavior.  To 



be clear this means that all sexual activity outside the marriage bonds between one man 
and one woman fall under this description.  Paul here is assuming the OT teaching on sexual
ethics, sex before marriage, adultery, bestiality, rape, homosexuality, incest, and in 
particular the sexual immorality associated with idolatrous practices as well.  Because the 
first two describe sexual sin, it has been suggested that covetousness which relates to 
coveting another’s husband or wife could be implied in the context. However, we think that 
Paul is addressing lust and greed separately.  Why does Paul list lust and greed together?  
Lust and greed are both sinful appetites, appetites that were originally given by God but sin 
has hijacked and turned them into addictions that can never be satisfied.  Why does Paul 
sinful speech along with lust and greed?  He does so because they are all sins that relate to 
our hearts.    

  We understand why these sins should not be done, but why does Paul say they should not 
even be mentioned?  Contrary to the idea that Paul is an example of Victorian prudishness 
who out of a sense of personal failure and insecurity makes a rule so that no one brings up 
an area of insecurity; Paul realizes that speaking about and thinking about sin, especially 
sexual sins are the gateway to doing them.  There will have been in the congregation those 
who had only just been rescued out of this background and attempting to leave it behind.  
Speech patterns which normalize or trivialize sin are not acceptable.  I remember a pastor 
who decided that he was going to go on a rampage against the government about the evils 
of pornography.  He spent so much time talking and speaking about it that he ended up 
ending his ministry in disgrace in sexual sin. 

Let’s talk about covetousness or greed.  In v5 Paul adds some commentary where he tells 
us that covetousness is idolatry.  What is covetousness and how is it idolatry?  This is a 
breach of the tenth commandment, the only 1 of the 10 that explicitly addresses sins of the 
heart.  To covet is to wrongly want something, it is a sin of the heart, illicit desire.  Both lust
and coveting are not content with what God provides and want more than God in His 
goodness gives.  The devil coveted God’s throne, Adam and Eve coveted the effects of the 
fruit, David coveted Bathsheba, Judas coveted the money wasted by the woman who 
anointed Jesus.  It is a small sin, an invisible sin, but a sin of terrible destruction.  It is 
idolatry because it puts that thing that it desires above God, it is willing to break God law to 
have it, it insinuates God is stingy for not giving it, it pursues it looking for meaning and 
satisfaction in it and not God.  But notice how Paul is not only concerned about our outward 
personal purity, but purity of the heart.  Like Jesus who taught that purity of thought 
matters, Paul calls Christians to purity of heart.  So not only are you not to partake in sinful 
sexual activity, you are not to look at pornography, you are not to watch sexually explicit 
movies, you are not to read sexually explicit books.  Friends your hearts are tinder and 
these things are a flame.  We live in an age where everything has been sexualized and we 
need to guard our hearts.  If we are not to even speak of such things to avoid them, if we 
are to be pure in our thoughts, how should this impact the way in which we live in an age 
that has trivialized and normalized sexual sin and pornographized our culture?     

Let us zero in on the motivation Paul offers.  There are various motivations that the Bible 
gives for us not to sin.  Firstly, we should not sin because God says so, He is the Lord, His 
law is our law and we are obliged to obey as creatures.  Secondly, His law is good for us, we
have been made to walk in it.  Thirdly, and in contrast to this, we could talk about the 
Bible’s warning of the consequences of sin in the ruin it can cause in this life.  Fourthly, the 
Bible also warns of eternal consequences in judgement and hell.  Fifthly, the Bible often 
motivates us by reminding us of how God has loved and served us so that a proper 
comprehension melts our hearts and predisposes us to serve Him and not sin.  Sixthly, the 
lovelessness of sin and how it harms our neighbor is another motivation.  Seventhly, the 



impact it has upon our families.  Eighthly, there are the spiritual consequences that a 
Christian faces as God disciplines us and the Spirit is grieved.  Ninthly, there is the 
motivation of hope, the destiny that we have inspiring us to live in light of what we will one 
day be.  Tenth, because we can, we have the Spirit enabling us.  Eleventh, for the sake of 
our witness that others might see our good deeds and glorify God.  But here we see a 
twelfth, it is an appeal to our identity as saints.  

A saint means a holy one, a set apart one.  One who is set apart from sin, one who is set 
apart for God’s exclusive use.  Like the items of furniture in Solomon’s temple they were 
only to be used in the worship of God and nothing else.  This appeal to identity is a 
reminder of purpose; remember what you have been saved for, for God’s service not the 
service of sin.  What you are should define what you should do.  You have been saved out 
of something terrible do not go back to it; you have been saved into something wonderful 
and meaningful, pursue it.  These contrary desires do not define, God’s work of salvation 
does.  You are not defined by your lust or covetousness, do not let them steer your life.  
You are a saint!  Whether your background is a banker or a homosexual prostitute, if you 
are saved you are a saint, now live like.  

V4, ‘Let there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor crude joking, which are out of place, but 
instead let there be thanksgiving.’  In v4 Paul lists 3 types of verbal sins we should avoid, 
filthiness which would be the equivalent of modern day obscenity; and foolish talk and crude
joking.  Because we are saints, we are to be people of different speech, not like the 
common speech around us which delights itself in vulgarity, sexually explicit references, 
irreverence and insults.  Think of the F word for a second.  It refers to the sex act.  Now 
think of the issue of swearing and oaths, and blessing and cursing.  When you say this word
to someone you ae cursing them and saying, ‘I wish you would get raped.’  This is not a 
Christian way of speaking, it degrades the gift of sex and it is a loveless act.  Many people 
who use the word today don’t use it with intent but now as a form of intensified speech.  It 
is used as an adjective, an adverb, a noun, a verb, etc, it is used to exaggerate, intensify, 
insult.  It has probably always been negative in connotation but it has become common, 
trivialized and normalized, Christians don’t swear either by intent or by copying this 
trivialized version of it.  I am sure that it is possible in a very constrained environment to say
the word and not be sinning, the sounds of certain words are not evil in themselves.  The 
sound of English swear words are legitimate words or parts of words in other cultures.  But 
Christians are to be saints, those who are set apart from the world’s ways, we speak after 
the patterns of heaven not earth, our speech reflects our God not the devil.  Our speech is a
testimony to a heart driven by love not hate, holiness not trivializing sin, it is a witness to 
God, an instrument for His praise and others good, not a vehicle for sinful selfish 
statements.    

Lets say a few words about humor.  Paul is not saying that humor is sinful but rather sinful 
thoughts given expression under the guise of humor.  The sinful heart delights in sin and 
dresses it up in many ways.  In the case of humor the surprise induced by wit which is at 
the heart of a lot of humor is replaced by the shock of immorality.  When we are amused at 
someone’s boldness to buck what is morally acceptable and not at their wit then we are 
delighting in sin and not humor.  This will differ from culture to culture and conscience to 
conscience.  The idea here is that just as sin should be as far from our minds as possible, 
likewise with our speech.  Paul is likely speaking about the humor and joking and making 
light of sin that was associated with the sins of Ephesus.  Christians cannot be seen to 
approve of what God hates.  Think biblically about sinful humor for a second.  Here is the 
main fact we all love sin and can laugh at it.  Maybe this is a revelation to you if you grew 
up in a Christian home, you remember hearing and retelling a dirty joke and your parents 



didn’t laugh they were shocked and acted horrified to try and signal what your reaction 
ought to be.  But in truth even your parent’s hearts chuckle at sin.  And what holds your 
heart spills over in your words.  Every sinner can laugh at cruel, malicious, insensitive jokes, 
that does not make it ok, it is a symptom of a deep heart problem.  We are not only to 
monitor our speech but our hearts that pour out that speech.

Paul lists an antidote for this sort of sinful speech, ‘but instead let there be thanksgiving.’  
Turning our speech from self-centredness to God-centredness.  Seeing all the good we have
in life as from God; giving Him the credit and the praise for what we enjoy, this is the way 
we overcome a self-oriented view of created things that we have hijacked in sin.  Paul is 
contributing to the Ephesian’s view of sex.  In the culture it was being used immorally, 
flaunted publicly, viewed self-centredly, and this was reflected in the speech and humor 
around it.  Thanksgiving reminds us that sex is a gift from God, that He has a plan for it, 
that it is good in its proper place, and that it should be protected and honored not paraded 
about.

The certainty of judgement

V5-7, ‘For you may be sure of this, that 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. 6 Let 
no one deceive 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.’  Paul turns 
his motivational talk away from being pure based on what we are to the reality of the 
certainty of judgement for those who are not pure.  Paul outlines four aspects of the 
judgement for us.

Firstly, Paul talks about the certainty of judgement.  Twice this is emphasized in the words, 
‘For you may be sure of this,’ and ‘Let no one deceive you with empty words.’  Why does he 
feel the need to emphasize that there will indeed be a judgement?  He does this because it 
is typical for the unbelieving heart not only to deny the truth of sin and salvation but 
judgement as well.  It was a common distinctive of the false teachers in the first century to 
deny that sin would be judged.  There were gnostic views about sin that did not see the sins
of the flesh as damning and so could be indulged.  There are always naysayers to 
judgement.  Many look at the pervasive and accepted way once things that were thought to 
be sin have now been institutionalized and cannot agree that these things are worthy of 
judgement.  Everyone is sleeping around before marriage, everyone is getting drunk, 
everyone looks at porn, these realities can intimidate the believer.  But here is the reality we
rest on, the Bible makes clear what will be judged not what is publicly acceptable.  Will we 
accept the authority of God’s word or capitulate because thousands even millions of sinners 
disagree?  Let God be true and every man a liar!  

Secondly, Paul talks about the objects of judgment.  ‘Everyone who is sexually immoral, or 
impure or who is covetous;’ and in v6, ‘the sons of disobedience.’  These are a group of 
people who are being distinguished from the saints.  It is possible that a Christian can fall 
into one of these sins and repent and be restored, this verse is not promising judgement on 
the penitent.  No these verses are describing those whose lives are characterized by these 
sins, those whose character is such that they are called sons of disobedience as their main 
characteristic.  This is describing those who flaunt and reject God’s law.  This is not the 
believer who is typified by obedience, warring against sin, and walking in holiness but this is
describing the fruit of a heart given over to self-rule not God.  



Thirdly, we see the basis for judgement, for ‘sexual immorality, impurity and covetousness.’ 
Sex is a gift from God, it is something ‘natural’ but it has been given by God to be a picture 
of His intimacy with us and to be practiced in the covenant relationship of marriage.  God is 
not a prude, sex is good in its given place.  But, if we take our sexuality and make it any 
way we please, if we allow the sinful desires of our hearts to override God’s authority in 
ruling us, if we rebel against His laws, we will suffer His judgements.  Paul is not saying that
sexuality is wrong just illegitimate sexuality.  Likewise with covetousness, it is not all 
desiring that is wrong but that desiring that contradicts His word.  Lust and greed are some 
of the most pervasive sins in our culture today, they are now virtues and celebrated, just as 
they were in the Greek religions of the ancient world, they are still wrong and God is still 
going to judge them.  

Fourthly, and finally we see the nature of God’s judgement, a negative and a positive, it 
consists of ‘no inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God;’ and the outpouring of the 
‘wrath of God.’  Firstly, for those who persist in sin, they will be judged and this consists in 
no inheritance.  Inheritance is something you leave for children, these are not children of 
God but of disobedience.  This is the taking away, the absence of all good things.  The final 
judgement will have no comforts, no consolation prizes, God will take away all His gifts you 
have in this life and bestow none of those stored up in the New Creation.  Secondly, there 
will be the wrath of God.  This is not God’s temper tantrum but the final act of God’s justice 
upon sin.  All this time He has been restraining His punishments giving sinners opportunity 
to repent, Gods wrath is the final outpouring of His justice giving sin its full deserts.  Every 
sin will finally be judged, not one sin will be unaccounted for.  What does sin deserve?  Well,
look at the cross, the God man had to leave His throne, He had to live a life of obedience in 
our place, He had to die for us under that wrath.  Maybe you think that it doesn’t look so 
bad, but look at the Garden of Gethsemane, look at how He begs for the cup to be passed 
but how He submits to it for us.  If the God man trembled at what it meant to be under the 
wrath of God then you too should tremble.  Rev. 20:11-20, ‘Then I saw a great white throne
and him who was seated on it. From his presence earth and sky fled away, and no place 
was found for them. 12 And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and
books were opened. Then another book was opened, which is the book of life. And the dead
were judged by what was written in the books, according to what they had done. 13 And the 
sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead who were in them,
and they were judged, each one of them, according to what they had done. 14 Then Death 
and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. 15 And
if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of 
fire.’  And there will be no end of the torment, Rev. 14:11.  

Jesus died on the cross suffering the wrath of God so that we would not have to, will you 
accept this offer of amnesty and His death as your payment?  Will you turn from your sins 
or will you mock, ignore, put off, or pretend there is no final accountability for how you live 
your life?  Those who claim to be Christians and live like the sons of disobedience, do not be
deceived, God is not mocked you will reap what you so.  Christians if they are true believers 
will be committed to obeying God not their desires.  So then be pure in your personal purity 
for you are a saint and because there is a judgement for those who don’t.  

           
          


