Ephesians 5:1-9
2018


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.



But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual im​mo​rality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. 
Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanks​giving. 
For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. 
Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are disobedient. 
Therefore do not be partners with them.



For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light 
(for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth).


We might call the first words of this section St. Paul’s Passion His​tory.  In the two midweek Lenten services we have had so far, we have been reading through the Passion History of our Lord Jesus, drawn from the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  The Passion History describes what happened on Thursday evening, as Jesus and His disciples gathered for the Passover meal and Jesus gave them the Lord’s Supper, as they went out to the Garden of Gethsemane to pray and where Jesus was arrested, what happened at Jesus’ trials, and then the crucifixion itself.  St. Paul describes all of that in fewer words, “Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”


Actually, this is another case in which it would be clearer if the chapter division had come elsewhere.  Here are the words that come just before this section:

Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 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.
°Ñ_Paul says the same thing in two ways: Forgive, just as in Christ God forgave you; love, just as Christ loved you.  Christ is the pattern for our lives.


All of Christ’s passion, His suffering and death, is an expression of His love for us.  Because He loved us, He went through all of this for us.  Why He loved us, why He loves us, is beyond our comprehension, since there is no reason in us for Him to love us.  But He does love us, and there​fore He went through all the intense suffering of His crucifixion for us, so that we could share eternity with Him.


It is a natural thing, then, for Paul to provide the contrast here be​tween Jesus’ love for us and what often parades as love out in the world apart from Jesus.  He describes the love of Jesus for us in the highest terms possible.  He describes what parades as love out in the world in the lowest terms possible.  His is an accurate comparison.


In a way, it is similar to the Ten Commandments, which we heard as our Old Testament reading.  The Ten Commandments provide the charge that is brought against us, the reason the death penalty is imposed on us.  Here is a listing of what we have done wrong, and why we full well deserve death for our sins.  Everything that God tells us to do we have not done.  Everything God tells us not to do we have done.  Therefore, our condemna​tion is clear.  Paul, then, in Romans points out why there is no condemna​tion for us, namely, because of Jesus.


But our attitude toward the law takes a couple of radically different forms.  All unbelievers, along with our own sinful nature, regard the ten commandments as our worst enemy, as restrictive, as against our own personal liberty, prohibiting us from doing what we very much want to do, as depriving us of happiness.  With that sort of thinking, we feel that it is necessary for us to declare our independence from God, as if then we could freely and safely break His commandments.  But, of course, there is no​where and no time when we can safely break God’s commandments.


The Christian part of us takes an entirely different view of God’s Ten Commandments.  The psalm read at the last midweek Lenten service says, “By them is your servant warned; in keeping them there is great reward.” Ps19v11.  We can even regard the Ten Commandments as an expression of God’s love for us.  He created the world, and He provides an instruction booklet for life in this world.  He provides a list of things that will give us happiness, the breaking of which will deprive us of happiness.  One of the best things you can do to ensure your own happiness is to obey the Sixth Commandment, that is, to honor marriage very highly, and avoid sexual immorality.  So the Ten Command​ments are not restrictive, taking away our happiness, but they show us the way to happiness.


They don’t show us the way to heaven, of course.  Jesus does that.  His love for us prepared the way for us to enter His heaven.  “Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  Because He loved us, He did not keep Himself for Himself, but gave Himself up for us.  He abandoned care for His own body and life, and let those be taken from Him in order to benefit us.  He offered up Himself for us.  He sacrificed Himself for us.  He became a fragrant offering and sacrifice for us.


We reserve the word “fragrant” for perfume, or for the aroma of good things cooking.  But Paul applies the word “fragrant” to Jesus after He was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane, after He was kept up all night at the trials, after he had been whipped and ridiculed, after He had carried His heavy cross out to Golgatha.  By then there was a smell about Jesus, but not the kind of smell we would normally describe as “fragrant.”  But Jesus smelled “fragrant” to His heavenly Father, who received the beautiful sacrifice of Christ’s life for us.  It is an Old Testament picture of a sacrifice being burned on an altar.  After the flood, we are told, “Noah built an altar to the Lord and, taking some of all the clean animals and clean birds, he sacrificed burnt offerings on it. The Lord smelled the pleasing aroma.” Gn8v20,21.  It wasn’t that the Lord was hungry for good cooking, but that the Lord was aware of Noah’s faith in the coming Savior which led him to this sacrifice of very scarce animals.  Because Christ’s sacrifice was “fragrant” to His heavenly Father, it is also “fragrant” to us.


In contrast to Jesus’ beautiful, fragrant, self-sacrificing love for us, Paul provides this description of the form “love” often takes in our world:

But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual im​mo​rality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. Nor should there be ob​scenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanks​giving. For of this you can be sure: No im​moral, impure or greedy per​son—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the king​dom of Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are disobedient. Therefore do not be partners with them.
°Ñ_Very often, love is identified with sex, biological sex.  Love is defined not as giving of one’s self, but rather as taking for one’s self.  Love is defined not as sacrificing what you have for some​one else, but rather as sacrificing someone else to benefit yourself.  Love is described as the way it makes me feel, not as the way it makes you feel.  Love thus becomes identical with selfishness.


Paul cannot help but provide the contrast for us between Jesus’ self-sacrificing love and the world’s love which sacrifices the object of its desires on the altar of its own selfishness.  When love is me-oriented, it does not last very long.  Put differently, if love means taking from what is yours and making it mine, it can only last so long because soon you will be drained of everything I want.  But Jesus’ kind of love, which sacrifices itself, last forever.


The highest form of love that God has provided for us is marriage.  Paul was not a married man, but at God’s direction he provides us with a beautiful description of marriage later in this same chapter of his letter to the Ephesians.  Notice how he again brings in Jesus as the basis of our love:


Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.


Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the Head of the church, His body, of which He is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their hus​bands in everything.


Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the Word, and to present her to Himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church—for we are members of His body. “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” This is a profound mys​tery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband. Eph5v21-33.
°Ñ_The goal Paul describes here is not getting for yourself, but rather giving of yourself.  Jesus shows us how to love, for when He loved us, He went out to the cross and died for us.  That is what love is all about.


It is a dark world we live in, a world that seems to have lived beyond hope, a world that is sad because of sin and is afraid of the future.  Jesus is our Light.  He said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” Jn8v12.  And Paul talks about the light we have in Jesus, “You were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth).”  Jesus is our Light, our “fragrant offering and sacrifice to God,” our pattern for what real love is.  So let us live a life of love.  Amen.
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