The Church is Contrast
Ephesians 5:1-14

I want us to have three points in mind from before as we get into chapter 5. 
First, one of the main themes of Ephesians is Unity. God’s will is all things unified under Jesus. And as Katelyn and Mike taught, how we go about satisfying our desire can either tear apart the community or build it up in love.
Second, Katelyn taught us that "ethical imperatives (ie: Commands about specific behaviour- like the 10 Commandments ) are based on theological indicatives(what we know about God).
What do we learn about God in chapter 5? He is love, he is relational (a father), and he gives sacrificially.
Finally, to be human is to live in community. This means relationships. And to be in relationships is to be willing to change.
Here is where we launch into chapter 5. Today, we explore the idea that to be in relationships is to accept limitations.
I kind of feel like our world today is like a painting being done by an art class of toddlers. There’s lots of passion, lots of ideas, and zero skill or direction. There may be some areas of the painting where more than one artist claims dominance, and lots of yelling, crying, maybe even a paint-enhanced smack or two settles the question of who has the right to this piece of canvas. 
I ask myself, imagine what would happen if this same exercise were done with adults?
I think probably the same thing with bigger consequences! I say this based on numerous experiences with group projects during my schooling.
In photography and art, contrast is a crucial element. Contrast compares differing elements side by side, such as color, value (light vs. dark), texture, shape, or size. An artist who paints must make careful, deliberate decisions about what colors to use, how many to use, and where to put them. Art that does not take contrast into account looks flat, uninteresting, even unintelligible. Art that uses contrast well can direct focal points to what the artist considers important, like in this painting I found in Cuba, artist Miriannis Monte de Oca Mirabal uses contrast to show Jesus bringing light and colour into a dark, uniform world.
Let’s go back to our toddlers. Without limitation in the form of guidance, they slop paint colours on with abandon. It starts off pretty bright and vivid. Lots of red, green, yellow and purple in different places. But then the edges start to mix. Soon, the middle of the painting is all the colors mixed together. Then the whole canvas is covered with that mixture. What colour is it? 
Black. Without guidance and planning, the picture is unintelligible (even though we still love it because the babies made it.).
Life cannot exist without limits. But we hate them. Just try telling people that the speed limit on Whoop Up Drive is 70 km/h! We resent any encroachment on our autonomy. Especially if someone dares try to ask us about our sex life, or even worse, our spending habits. There are three topics that do not belong in polite conversation, I am told. Politics, sex, and money. Don’t worry. I’m not talking about politics today. We are going to get letters.
Comedian Jeff Allen says:
“25 years ago when I started comedy in Chicago, the last place I expected to ever be is in front of a church, professing a faith in God. And what happened was I crawled into an alcoholics anonymous meeting 17 years ago. All I wanted to do was stop drinking. That was it. That was my goal in life: to stop drinking, try to be a civil human being to my family. I was not a nice man. Trust me, let's just say I was an angry, bitter, jaded, cynical man. Just not nice. And I was harder on my family than anybody. I wasn't nice to many of you people, but I was harder on my wife and kids. And [the AA leaders] told me to pray to a god. And they said, "Pray to this god." And I said, "I don't believe in God." And they said, "Well, find something in this universe that's bigger than you." And I got to tell you, as broken as I was and beat up as I was, the hardest thing I had to do was find something larger than me in the universe. Isn't that amazing, just how the human ego can be so large. And I could not get on my knees. I would not get on my knees and pray to anything. But God has his own plans.”
I love that: “But God has his own plans.”
Ephesians tells us God’s plan. God is painting with purpose: the unification of everything under one authority, Jesus. Everything that God does in creation shapes, colours, and reveals more and more of that purpose. God has given us clear directions: painting his way increases the beauty of the painting, because it works with the limits he has set for the best outcome. Painting our own way deforms the results from God’s intention.
These limits are like light in a pitch-black room. Suddenly, we can see. Contrast, depth, perspective, direction, change. Today, we are talking about the Church as that light, that contrast, that brings clarity, focus, and beauty. 
To show us this contrast, Paul talks about some of the ways that people pursue their own vision without God’s limits. 
First on Paul’s list is sexual immorality: porneia: This is desire without boundaries. A purposefully broad term that indicates a misuse of sacred space (the body) to satisfy desire in a manner inconsistent with the Kingdom of God. Rejecting porneia is refusal to participate in sexual activity that is exploitative (ie: slavery-based, prostitution, religious, power/patronage based, etc). Porneia flattens a human being who bears the image of God down to a toy or a tool. People experiencing porneia feel invisible, valueless, and used.
In Paul’s day, some would claim that truly enlightened people could enjoy sexual pleasure without restraint – men expected to satisfy their urges with whomever was at hand. Only those who insisted on living in dark ignorance and superstition believed in sexual limits. This is very similar to today, where sex is seen as just a recreational activity like pickle-ball, without moral cost or consequence.
God’s plan reveals exploitative self-indulgence as the fleeting pleasure it is. Instead, he offers us family, with him as the good father. And rather than self-indulgent hedonism, God leads the way in self-sacrificial love. God’s light reveals the whole spectrum of human being. God sees you.
Third is greed. I know, I skipped a word. That is on purpose. pleionexia: An excessive, self-centered desire that disregards God and others. Where porneia is self-gratification, pleionexia is self-expansion. This is the move from desire without boundaries (ie: how do I satisfy my desires?) to desire without limits (how much will satisfy my desire?). Modern translations use the term greed, which emphasizes the desire for more. Older translations use covetousness, which emphasizes wanting something that doesn’t belong to me. I think that both meanings are in view, since having more than I need takes resources from someone else who does need them.
Paul’s world was again similar to our own. Greed was publicly shamed yet privately pursued. Scripture regularly laments this human condition: “ [The people say] When will the New Moon be over that we may sell grain, and the Sabbath be ended that we may market wheat? —skimping on the measure, boosting the price and cheating with dishonest scales, buying the poor with silver and the needy for a pair of sandals, selling even the sweepings with the wheat.”[footnoteRef:1] Closer to today, J.D. Rockefeller, the world’s first billionaire, is often credited with responding to the question of, “How much is enough?” with, “just one more dollar.” It is likely that this is not something he said; however, it does capture the truth that desire tends to be an enslaving, insatiable master.  [1:  Amos 8:5-6.] 

God reveals the impossibility of ever having enough to satisfy desire. Instead, he shows us the way to contentment through thanksgiving. Author Anne Lamott says, “Gratitude is peace.” I agree. Gratitude is the peace of saying, “All that I have comes from God.” It is also the contentment of knowing that I do not want more than I am given, so I do not need to strive after what someone else has. 
Between these two words is impurity: akatharsia: The fancy term for impurity is syncretism, a mixed moral framework. Syncretism happens when people mix together parts of different religions. Like mixing paints to come up with something unique. Syncretism also makes God in our image rather than the other way around. And when we run into the real God, we begin to ask, “how much control can I keep?” Let’s say God wants me to paint something orange. So I have to mix two paints. Red, and Yellow. So how much blue can I mix in before God notices? How much sex can I have before I am sexually immoral? How much stuff can I buy and money can I save before I am greedy? How much can I hold back from God before I am impure? There’s a problem with this line of thinking. It is asking, “What can I get away with and still get the benefits of God’s kingdom?”
God does not offer us the self-determination we so desperately want because his creation rejects such individualistic fragmentation. Instead, God provides us with a choice more in our pay grade: we get to choose our master. Follow God’s example, he says, and participate now in the unveiling of his kingdom. Or, follow the impossible demands of appetite, which can never be satisfied. 
If we are given this choice, why does God’s anger come against the disobedient? Ever played Whac-a-Mole? Ever felt like your life is one giant game of it? No matter how much you do, someone is following behind you undoing it. Frustrating, isn’t it? Welcome to God’s life! No matter how much he paints with care and intent, we are over here in our little corner of the canvas, smearing everything from paint to spaghetti sauce to used car oil around. God’s will is unity under Christ. Our disobedience fragments what God is working towards. Of course God remains just as relentless in reclaiming his creation. But where we would manipulate and destroy to get what we want, God will not use methods that are against his character.
We read the wrath of God, and we think about? 
Keep in mind where we started. God is a loving father who sacrifices himself for his family, uniting them in love. It is not the roaring lion of the plagues of Egypt and the destruction of the flood we are talking about. It is the flowing, relentless erosion power of a river of justice pouring from the altar redeeming and providing for the nations. It is the slain lamb we see. 
Here is what it comes down to. Friends, we cannot achieve God’s will through ungodly methods. We are told to expose the deeds of darkness. How? Do we judge, shame, argue, protest, condemn and legislate? No. We imitate God. 
We expose the deeds of darkness as a contrasting light. We show the shallowness of darkness by living a better, more beautiful life, a life only available with God.
Into the swirling darkness of fragmented, competing individuals, Jesus came with a better way. Through Jesus, God began the work of uniting broken humanity. His picture shines with love that sees and takes responsibility for the well-being of the whole person, in contrast to exploitative sex. He paints bright self-sacrifice that contrasts self-indulgence. And he reveals unity, consideration of the whole community, instead of the loneliness of competitive individualism. 
Jesus begins this work, and gathers the church to continue it. We are to live lives that contrast to unlimited appetites, demonstrating what God values. 
As we turn to prayer, let’s take a minute to do honest, self-reflection. Make a plan in prayer with God. Ask God for a person that needs to see the contrast of a real follower of Jesus in their life. 
Someone who is used to being invisible, and needs to be really, truly, seen.
Someone who is used to being a resource for others, and needs to experience generosity.
Someone experiencing fragmented isolation, who needs to be welcomed in. 
“Awake, O sleeper,
rise up from the dead,
and Christ will give you light.”
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