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EPHESIANS 5:5 – REVIEW 

For this you must fully know, knowing that any immoral or impure or greedy person who is an idolater does 
not have any inheritance in the Kingdom of Christ and God. 

We reviewed these verses: Romans 4:13-14, 8:16-17; Galatians 3:18, 29, 4:4-7; Titus 3:7. In Ephesians, 
this word group is used a total of five times – Ephesians 1:11-14, 18-19, 3:6. 

Based upon this investigation, we concluded that the inheritance is “by promise not by law; by faith not 
by works; by being a child of God. This is something you are born into (from above), not earned.” 

In contrast, Paul identifies people who are not getting an inheritance in Ephesians 5:5; those who are 
identified as a fornicator, impure, greedy, or an idolater are not believers in Jesus Christ.  

What we did not get to last week is that there is a validation of this conclusion in the text.  

Follow the pronouns: you vs. them – Read Ephesians 5:1-14 – It is clear that Paul is NOT warning the 
believers that they could lose their salvation or that they must live a lifestyle to prove they are believers. 
Paul is stating, “You believer, do not act like them; do not act like those who have no inheritance in the 
Kingdom.” 

CLASSICAL THEOLOGICAL POSITIONS 

We all have theology; we all believe something about God, and our theology often impacts how we read a 
text of Scripture. In our 7-week class on discernment, we discussed various theological premises and 
discussed how to evaluate statements made by various commentators. Ephesians 5:5 has many different 
interpretations and suggested implications from a few main theological perspectives. 

The most basic of all the ideas about God is how to be reconciled to Him so that one can go to heaven, have 
eternal life, and enjoy salvation. What is necessary – works or faith? We are convinced that salvation is by 
grace through faith and that works and sin avoidance are not part of the equation. Keeping the Law or any 
law does not save you, validate salvation, or keep you from losing it. 

In Ephesians 5:5, we have one of three sections of Scripture that are often used as a proof-text for works in 
salvation. Let’s see what others say. 

Works-based Soteriology 

Most of Christendom has fallen for the human viewpoint of earning favor with God. Most of 
Christendom believes that works, coupled with believing in Jesus Christ, are necessary for salvation or 
inheriting eternal life. 

The Catholics deem this list as mortal, damnable sins. If these sins are not atoned for through 
penance, then the person is subject to temporary punishment, if not eternal hell. This erroneous 
theology has spilled over into evangelical America. 

Grant Osborn of Trinity International University stated this: 

“Paul’s warning in these verses is important for us today. We commonly think that we 
can give God just a part of our life, live more in the world than in the church, and still 
make it to heaven. After all, the thinking goes, the only thing we need to do to gain 
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eternal life is believe in Christ, and lifestyle isn’t part of this. We may lose some of our 
eternal reward, but we’ll still make the cut. Paul responds to this kind of thinking with 
“Wait a minute!” We cannot truly believe and still live a worldly life. Those who are 
immoral and filled with greed will not simply lose reward points. They will have no 
inheritance at all in heaven and will face God’s wrath, for they are being disobedient 
to God’s lifestyle demands.” 

We have covered many times how this is untrue, so we don’t need to rehash this too much. We 
simply evaluate what the commentator says versus what the passage states. Nothing in Ephesians 5:5 
states that believers who are immoral, impure, greedy, or an idolater, despite their belief, still do not 
have any inheritance in the Kingdom.  

Works-evidence Soteriology  

In evangelical circles, the most dominant interpretation is that a “true” believer will not act like those 
who will not inherit the Kingdom. This is a softer way to state what a works-based soteriology advocate 
would say, but it is identical in nature. 

BibleRef.com: 
Paul summarizes that those who live like this are not true believers. Ephesians 2:2 
explained that those who persist in sinful living are under the influence of Satan, not 
Christ. Paul, at least in this verse, is drawing a distinction between those who "walk" 
in these kinds of sins, and those who are part of the kingdom of God. For that reason, 
some speculate that Paul is implying that those who fall into such sins will lose their 
salvation. While this single verse separates salvation from those who participate in such 
sins, other passages certainly note Paul's view that nothing can separate the believer 
from God. 

Precept Austin: 
If there has never been a significant behavioral change in your life (a desire for holiness, 
for the things of God, for His Word -- NOT perfection, but at least a change in the 
general direction of your life and lifestyle), then (if there is not holy yearning) there is 
reason to seriously consider whether you have truly been regenerated by the Holy 
Spirit, whether you have truly been born again, whether you are indeed a new creation 
in Christ. 

John Calvin: 
When men have repented, and thus give evidence that they are reconciled to God, they 
are no longer the same persons that they formerly were. But let all fornicators, or 
unclean or covetous persons, so long as they continue such, be assured that they have 
no friendship with God, and are deprived of all hope of salvation. 

John MacArthur 

In response to a grace view of this passage, MacArthur says, “They wanted grace to be 
so gracious that in one moment of time if any sinner said, “I believe,” that God would 
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instantly save him and save him forever no matter what.” He continues in rebuttal to 
salvation by grace through faith alone “Jesus would have used such as, ‘Follow me.  
Forsake all.  Lay down your life.  Submit to my authority.  Turn from your sins.  Repent.  
Obey.’” 

As stated in the previous section, we know this to be false. Salvation is a free gift given by grace and 
received when we believe in Jesus. Adding works before, after, or contemporaneous to believing in 
Jesus is works-based soteriology. Believing that a person who acts immorally cannot be saved means 
that you believe that believing in Jesus is not enough and sin avoidance, works are a necessary 
component to eternal life, for salvation.  

In Ephesians 5:5 we can make some observations with this   
1. The concept of a true believer and a false believer is not found in the text. 
2. Having a behavioral change is good and advantageous, but it is never related to the 

validity of believing in Jesus. 
3. Repentance for eternal life, justification, or eternal salvation is a faulty premise. 
4. A “true” believer having a new character who will act like this is not stated nor is it 

implied in this text. This also removes the warning in the text and removes all aspects 
of choice and responsibility.  

Grace Based Soteriology – Inheritance is Reward 

For many years, I was taught that Ephesians 5:5, Galatians 5:19-21, and 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 were not 
about entering the Kingdom but inheriting the Kingdom. Furthermore, those who state this believe that 
inheritance refers to a reward. Although I disagree with this interpretation of these texts, the theology is 
more tenable. Here are some notable quotes: 

Ken Yates 

Believers whose Christian lives prove to have been characterized by the fruit of the Spirit 
will possess the kingdom and reign in it as members of the King of kings’ world 
government. However, believers whose Christian lives prove to have been characterized 
by the deeds of the flesh will neither have possession of nor rulership in the coming 
kingdom, although they will be citizens in it. 

Walking in the flesh, though appealing to our old nature, is very unappealing for a 
number of reasons. One of those reasons is that to do so results in losing our legacy. 

Christians can’t lose their salvation. However, they can lose their reward. The ultimate 
inheritance is the kingdom itself. Oh, that we might be numbered among those who are 
found worthy to inherit it! That is a legacy worth living—and even dying—for. 

Bob Wilkins 

If believers act like unbelievers, they will not inherit the kingdom of God. Inheriting the 
kingdom refers to ruling with Christ in the kingdom, not to getting into the kingdom. 
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J.B. Bond 

Paul may be warning believers that if they live like unbelievers they will not rule in the 
kingdom of God. This view of inheritance refers not to entrance into the kingdom but to 
ruling with Christ. 

Jody Dillow 

While the inheritance in Ephesian 1:14 refers to our birth-inheritance which comes to us 
by faith alone, in Ephesians 5:5 Paul addresses our reward-inheritance which can be lost 
or enhanced. 

Ken Yates is the forerunner for GES on inheritance and presents the information well but avoids  

Bob Wilkins is the managing director for GES and is the Editor in Chief 

J.B. Bond is pastor at Stillwater Bible Church and presents this view as a possibility without a 
conclusion. In his lesson at his church in 2005, he does conclude that this is a loss of reward. 

Jody Dillow references inheritance over 1,100 times in his book Final Destiny. Final Destiny is a 
fascinating book that has 66 chapters of premises and is solidly an eternal life-by-grace-through-faith 
apologetic. 

This view is also held by Zane Hodges, Rene Lopez, Robbie Dean, Charles Deveau, and more.   

Grace Based Soteriology – Inheritance is Ownership Through Birthright 

The final view in this lesson is to see this as a description of unbelievers. Unbelievers do not inherit the 
Kingdom of God, so do not act like them.  

Dr. Christopher Cone 

Tying all the sister passages together, we can see one universal term in 1 Corinthians 6:9, 
unrighteous. Cone then observes that this word is not a practical (behavioral) 
unrighteousness but positional unrighteousness and that Paul contrasts those who are these 
vs those who are justified in the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God. 

Harold Hoehner 

Paul sternly warned believers that the reason they are to abstain from evil deeds 
(specifically, immorality, impurity, and greed) is that those who practice them are not a 
part of God’s kingdom. Those who have no inheritance in the kingdom have not been 
“washed,” “sanctified,” and “justified” as 1 Corinthians 6:9–11 so clearly demonstrates. 

HERMENEUTIC EVALUATION 

What is happening in these four different stances? The first two are obviously theologically driven. None of 
these passages deals with a threat of eternal damnation to believers or “false” believers. 

Regarding inheritance as a reward, we can disagree on exact meaning, but we can agree in principle about 
grace soteriology. This is not a threat of losing salvation or a test if one is really saved. 
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The question that needs to be answered is “does this threaten the believer's reward?” 

In Ephesians 5 and in the greater context of Ephesians, we have already established that Paul is stating 
“you believers who have an inheritance, do not participate in the deeds of darkness with those who have 
no inheritance.”  

This is reiterated in verse 6. The wrath of God comes upon the “sons of disbelief” because of their 
doctrinal and moral perversion.  

Ephesians 5:5 is a description of the unbeliever. Paul only lists these four descriptors to place an 
emphasis on these four main problems in the culture of Ephesus.   

1 Corinthians 6:9-11 – The context of this passage is also an “us vs. them” construction. Verse 1 has the 
unrighteous in contrast to the saints. The saints will judge the world, so why go to the world to resolve 
disputes? The unrighteous are unbelievers. Unbelievers are characterized by their actions. 

Those who are unsaved will be judged against the Law to see if they have the necessary 
righteousness to have eternal life. In Revelation 20:11-15, we have the Great White Throne 
Judgment, and all the dead (believers are not dead) are judged according to their deeds. The only 
way to escape the second death is to have their name written in the book of life. 

In verse 11, Paul was speaking to the Corinthian believers – “You were some of these, but you were 
washed, you were sanctified, you were justified.” The believers of Corinth were numbered with 
these sins; some were fornicators, some were adulterers, some were greedy, some were thieves, and 
some were…. 

Knowing the context of 1 Corinthians, were any of the believers still acting as a fornicator, drunkard, 
greedy, and the like? Absolutely! Paul is telling them to not act like the unbelievers, who are known 
for their sin and perversion. 

1 Corinthians 15:50-57 – Those who live in this administration and economy will not inherit the 
Kingdom, there will be those who enter the kingdom as a human (with flesh and blood), but they do not 
have the same inheritance as those who are in Him prior to the seven-year tribulation. 

Galatians 5:19-21 – This is a more difficult passage, and we will be coming to Galatians in 2022. For 
now, I will state that the text is differentiating the works of the flesh and the works of the spirit. The 
warning is in the same vein as Ephesians and Corinthians. 

An heir is based upon position; an inheritance is the possession of material in accordance with the law, 
based upon being related to the one who gives the inheritance.  

Remember, inheritance is “by promise, not by law; by faith, not by works; by being a child of God. This 
is something you are born into (from above), not earned.” 

Are there rewards, and potential loss of reward in the Bible? Absolutely! But these passages are not 
about reward; they are about the contrast between believer and unbeliever, the contrast between the flesh 
and the spirit. I am fully persuaded that inheritance does not refer to reward. 


