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“Be very careful!” 
Ephesians 5:3-20 

 
This morning we are dedicating little Eli Arrow Greene – thanking God for his safe birth, asking God to 

bless him and praying for his parents, James and Lydia, as they care for him.  And they will need that 

prayer support, as do all young parents, because caring for a young child is a serious business – in terms 

of his physical, educational, spiritual and emotional well-being.  From time to time we hear on the news 

of a parent or a couple who have been brought before the courts for not caring for their child, and the fact 

that it makes the news indicates that caring for a child is something we really take for granted.  

Admittedly, some people do go to extreme lengths in what they consider to be their care, but we would all 

reckon that caring for a child is important. 

 

And we would also take it for granted that we take care when we’re driving – driving “without due care” 

is a criminal offence.  We take care at work, doing our best to fulfil whatever tasks we’re given to do.  We 

take care of our health, some people going to ridiculous lengths to maintain fitness and diet and all that 

kind of thing, but all of us doing our best to look after ourselves.  Most people take care over their dress 

and appearance, doing their best to look at least tidy, even if they don’t spend hours putting on their 

make-up or choosing the right shirt and tie. 

 

So, if we are careful in all those areas – and probably many more – it’s important that we take care of our 

faith as well, which is what Paul has to say to us this week in this little letter that he wrote to the new 

Christians in Ephesus and the surrounding area.  Remember that Paul has started off this letter, dictated 

from his situation of house arrest in Rome, by setting out what the Christian believes – the amazing grace 

of God that restores his image in us and gives us a hope for the future: the work of the Holy Trinity, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, in accomplishing that: the way in which this grace unites people who were 

previously part of very different and opposed communities and groups, showing a glimpse of the renewed 

Kingdom which is the ultimate goal of God’s work. 

 

After three chapters of that – the “Why?” of our faith – he turns to explaining that that faith needs to be 

demonstrated in our lives, to be lived out and given flesh in our day-to-day dealings – the “How?” of our 

faith.  And in the passage we’ve heard this morning he writes a little phrase that we maybe all ought to 

have on the wall where we see it as soon as we wake up each day.  Look at v15: “Be very careful, then, 

how you live”.  You take care in so many other areas of your life, make sure you take care about your 

daily living, and the way that reflects what you believe.  In fact, the word translated “live” here is the 

Greek word peripateio, from which we get our English word “peripatetic”.  It means “walk”.  This isn’t 



taking care about your health, it’s about taking care of your behaviour and attitudes – the walk of life (as 

Mark Knopfler would put it). 

 

Use your time well, he says and keep trying to do God’s will – that’s the wise thing to do.  He tells his 

readers not to be foolish, which in the Bible is always linked to ignoring or rejecting God.  Psalm 14 and 

Psalm 53 both begin, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’.”  And there is that emphasis to the 

word wherever you read it in the Bible.  So don’t be foolish in the way you live out your faith, as if God 

wasn’t there at all – or, at least, if he doesn’t really matter.  There’s a phrase you may sometimes hear – 

“functional atheism”.  It refers to those who say they believe in God, who identify as Christians, but don’t 

actually show any evidence of it in the way they live out their lives anywhere other than in church (and 

sometimes not even there): they are no different from anyone else. 

 

Paul is very keen that the lives of these new Christians in the recently founded churches around the 

eastern Mediterranean should be squeaky clean.  Look at how he puts it all in the first few sentences of 

the passage we have just heard: “there must not be even a hint of” these things, things which are so 

rampant in the world around and which it is sometimes so difficult to avoid getting drawn into.  Sexual 

immorality or “any kind of” impurity should be avoided at all costs.  In first century Ephesus the 

prevailing culture was pretty well founded on all of that.  The Temple of Artemis (or Diana) was the main 

attraction in the city and, as we’ve noted already in this series, she was the goddess of sex and love, so 

that’s what the atmosphere was full of there – it was a bit like living in Soho or the seedy bits of 

Amsterdam; you couldn’t get away from it.  But you didn’t have to indulge. 

 

And it’s the same today, isn’t it?  Sexuality pervades every area of our lives – television, fashion, 

advertising, cinema, newspapers and magazines, the Internet – so we find ourselves getting de-sensitised 

to it all and then going along with it in our conversations, our jokes, our viewing, our leisure activities.  

It’s what leads to the things Paul writes about in v4 – “obscenity, foolish talk, coarse joking”.  Having a 

conversation with some people is a bit like being in a Carry On film or an episode of Mrs Brown’s Boys.  

“Obscenity” is talk that demeans others and degrades that which God has created to be good.  “Foolish 

talk” in Greek is morologia, which literally means “the words of morons”, people who just don’t stop to 

think about what’s coming out of their mouths.  “Coarse joking” could be translated as “witty repartee”, 

but the context here makes it clear that such witty repartee does not have to be sprinkled with innuendo 

and double entendre. 

 

And look what is lurking in amongst all this – one of Paul’s real bugbears which we find him railing 

against again and again in his letters: “greed”.  Once again, that was looked upon as part of life in the 

culture of Paul’s day.  Now it is elevated almost to being a virtue – get what you can as quick as you can.  



This isn’t just about rushing out to be first at the biscuits after church or trying to cram as much as you 

can on your plate at the Bring and Share lunch (none of which happens here, I’m sure).  This is about that 

deep seated attitude that you always need a bit more.  You talk to a musician or a cyclist or a follower of 

fashion about the ideal number of instruments or bikes or shoes to have and the answer will always be 

n+1, where n is the number you’ve currently got.  And many of us have that attitude in so much of our 

lives – we just want more. 

 

Those attitudes and the behaviours which spring from them are not what you’re about, says Paul.  You 

have been transformed, changed.  Once you were darkness, but now you are light.  Notice that Paul 

doesn’t say, “now you live in the light” but “you are the light”.  You are the people who are supposed to 

be showing the way to others, supposed to demonstrating what this Christian life is all about, supposed to 

be reflecting the image of God in your whole being.  Paul says it should look like “goodness, 

righteousness and truth”.  Is that really what you’re about? 

 

Don’t have anything to do with all that kind of things, says Paul.  It’s “fruitless”; in the end, it’s a 

complete waste of time.  Don’t even talk about it, he says.  It’s so easy, isn’t it, to develop a kind of 

fascination with all that stuff.  Of course, we don’t want to be part of it ourselves, but we are kind of 

curious.  That’s what so much of the media trades on.  And once you’ve started to get interested, you get 

dragged in yourself.  Just keep right out of it and makes the transformation evident in your own life.  

Replace “coarse joking” with “thanksgiving”.  (There’s a bit of a pun in the Greek there – “eutrapelia” 

and “eucharistia”.)  Don’t get drunk on alcohol, but get as much of the Holy Spirit as you can.  Let the 

knowledge of God’s will take the place of folly in your thinking. 

 

“Be very careful how you live” because this is deadly serious.  Don’t be fooled: God will deal with those 

who are disobedient.  V6 is one of those scary verses you come across in the New Testament every now 

and then.  Just bear in mind that Paul is writing here to Christians, to people who have experienced the 

grace of God, who have begun the process of transformation.  These are people who have acknowledged 

that Jesus died for them, sacrificed his life for them – as we are remembering here again this morning – 

and that is brilliant.  We can know God’s forgiveness when we slip up. 

 

But if you are disobedient, if you cheapen God’s grace by continuing to do these things, then God will 

come down hard on you.  He has given you his gift of grace but if you abuse that gift, then it wrings his 

heart knowing that he will have to deal with you.  You know what it’s like, don’t you, if you get someone 

a gift, something that has really cost you and you hope will demonstrate your love, and then that gift is 

ignored or criticised or misused.  It upsets you.  God has given you the gift of his grace, and he longs for 

you to make the most of it by allowing his image to be restored in you and by looking forward to an 



eternity in his presence.  If you cheapen that by continuing to live in a way indistinguishable from the 

culture around you then – and it says it here in the Bible – “God’s wrath comes on you”.  That brings you 

up with a bit of a start, doesn’t it? 

 

Replace the ways of the world – the capitulation to the prevailing culture of impurity, greed and all the 

rest – with something good and positive, something that will bring you closer to God rather than driving 

you away.  Bring your worship to God, writes Paul in vv19,20.  Thank him for what he’s done and what 

he’s doing.  And through that help and support one another.  “Be filled with the Spirit” and then 

encourage one another with scripture and songs.  There’s something about coming together to worship 

God, isn’t there?  Yes, you can say your prayers and sing your choruses as you clean the car or walk the 

dog or sit quietly in your room – things you do on your own.  But getting together here – or wherever – 

brings a whole new dimension to worship (as several of you have remarked recently).  It’s uplifting, 

encouraging, hope-giving, life-affirming stuff.  Don’t then ruin it all by your foolish conversation and 

your thoughtless actions. 

 

God has done amazing things for us, not least in the sacrifice of his Son Jesus and the gift of his Holy 

Spirit.  Accept that gift of grace.  Receive God’s forgiveness.  Live in the light of his presence and allow 

that light to shine through you.  Help and support one another as you thank God from the bottom of your 

heart.  Above all, “Be very careful how you live”.  That is God’s word for you today. 


