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Text 
Therefore do not be partners with them. 

8 
For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. 

Live as children of light 
9 
(for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) 

10 
and 

find out what pleases the Lord. 
11 

Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose 

them. 
12 

For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. 
13 

But everything exposed by 

the light becomes visible, 
14 

for it is light that makes everything visible. This is why it is said: "Wake up, O 

sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you." 

 

Introduction 
 Is this church making any impact at all in the UIC Area?  We planted down here 

four years ago now.  Is the neighborhood any different as a result of us being here?  If 

Immanuel closed up shop or moved out of the neighborhood, would it be missed?  Would 

it matter at all?  These are questions I ask myself all the time.  That’s our stated vision – 

to transform sinners into a holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ.  Are we 

seeing that happen through us? 

 If you’re a Christian, how about you individually?  Are you making a difference 

in your workplace?  In your neighborhood?  In your family?  How long have you been 

working in that job now?  Have you seen any positive, spiritual effects on your 

coworkers?  Or has the only one that’s really been affected been you – less zeal, 

decreasing hunger for God, an overall numbness setting in, lethargy? 

 Picture this scenario in your mind: it’s January in Chicago – the days are short, 

the clocks have been rolled back, and it’s 5:25 PM.  You’re in your office with no 

windows waiting for the end of the day and then without warning the whole Chicago 

power grid goes off.  Suddenly it’s pitch black.  Can you picture this?  But you happen to 

have a Maglite flashlight on you.  You turn it on and point it down the hallway.  What 

happens?  The darkness is dispelled wherever the flashlight is directed. 

 My point is simple: light always wins over darkness.  You don’t ‘turn on’ 

darkness.  Darkness is the absence of light.  Where light shines, darkness vanishes.  

Agreed? 

 Alright, now, here are two assertions that Jesus makes in the Bible: (1) He is the 

light of the world; (2) His followers are the light of the world. 
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John 8:12 – “When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, ‘I am the light of the 

world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.’”  

Jesus is the Light of the world! 

Matthew 5:14-16 – [Teaching his disciples…] “You are the light of the world.  A 

city on a hill cannot be hidden.  Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.  

Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house.  In the same 

way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your 

Father in heaven.”  Jesus’ followers are the light of the world! 

Did Jesus make an impact on the world while he was here?  Did he make a 

difference in people’s lives?  Indisputably.  He forever changed human history! 

 Have churches ever been an agent of change in the world?  Not all of them, but 

there have certainly been some bright spots.  Have individual Christians ever been a force 

for good?  Indeed there are many shining examples. 

 What about us as a church?  What about you, if you claim to be a Christian?  If 

not, why not?  And then how can we?  Let’s explore what Ephesians 5:7-14 might have 

to say about this.  In short, what we’ll find is just this: Christians should be light that 

transforms darkness.  I hesitate to use the phrase – ‘be a light’ – because it’s such a 

hackneyed phrase.  But that’s what Paul, in this text, calls Christians to.  So let’s look at it 

together. 

 

But first, let’s pray for illumination… 
 

Partnering with the World 
 Paul is speaking to Christians in churches in and around Ephesus in the middle of 

the first century.  Some of them had grown up Jewish.  Most of them grew up Greek, 

worshipping the local Artemis and a smattering of other gods and goddesses.  All of 

them, however, had come into contact with Christians who shared with them the good 

news about Jesus and what he had done a few years earlier in the distant land of Palestine 

– the message that there is but one true God and all have spurned him, choosing to 

worship gods that are not gods instead, but that he came into this world in the person of 

Jesus of Nazareth, lived a perfect life, died a substitutionary death, experienced a bodily 

resurrection, and ascended triumphantly to heaven; and by being united to Jesus through 

faith his perfect life of obedience could be credited to them and their imperfect life of 

disobedience could be transferred to him and paid for with his blood that was shed on the 

cross and his new life in God’s presence could be enjoyed by them both now and 

forevermore.  That’s the gospel.  And that good news had gripped these people from in 

and around Ephesus and reoriented their entire lives.  They were drawn together into a 

new society, a new humanity called the church. 

But the initial euphoria inevitably began to wear off.  Spiritual sight of unseen 

realities can quickly get obstructed by the here and now.  And so Paul wrote the first 

three chapters of this book to remind, reinvigorate, and restore an appreciation for the 

realities of their salvation – stirring depictions of what God had done in Christ, of how 

every spiritual blessing was theirs in him, touching prayers for increased capacity to 

behold these truths. 

And Paul also knew that old habits die hard.  He knew that those who hadn’t 

experienced these realities encircled the church and these new Christians lived their lives 
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under the constant pressure to be like those around them.  And so Paul wrote the last 

three chapters of Ephesians to exhort these Christians how to live in light of the gospel in 

the nitty gritty of counter-cultural community life – how to think, how to speak, how to 

handle emotions, how to love. 

And then last week we looked at his solemn exhortation not to view and use sex 

the way those who don’t know the true meaning of it do.  Sex is supposed to be enjoyed 

within marriage as part of a whole package that symbolizes the greater, mystical union 

between Christ and his church.  Sex is supposed to be a pointer to the greater satisfaction 

that is found in knowing God.  Any sex outside of that paradigm is sexual immorality.  

And sexual immorality was rampant in Ephesus just as it is in Chicago today.  God’s 

holy, redeemed people should not just go right along with the flow of the world’s sexual 

ethics. 

Paul ended last week’s section with strong warnings against turning out to be in 

the end sex worshipers instead of God worshippers.  If your heart goes after sex as an end 

in itself instead of a means to an end, you are not part of Christ’s kingdom and when he 

returns to consummate it you will experience God’s rejection for your idolatry.  This is 

very serious stuff.  There’s no way around it.  “Of this you can be sure” (v. 5a).  “Let no 

one deceive you with empty words [to the contrary]” (v. 6a).  Serious stuff. 

“Therefore,” Paul sternly warns those in the church, on account of the fact that 

there is such a distinction and at stake is eternal damnation, “do not be partners with 

them” (v. 7).  If you’re a Christian you simply cannot be entwined with, at home with, 

intimately connected to, those who are defined by things like sexual immorality. 

You are always drawn to those whose hearts go after the same things your heart 

goes after.  If that’s Christ then you will find that your most precious relationships are 

with others who revere Christ with radical gratitude as well and actually aid you in your 

appreciation of him.  If your heart really hasn’t been captured by the gorgeous grace of 

God in Jesus then you will find your greatest camaraderie, your deepest connections, 

your experience of esprit de corps with those who are likewise generally underwhelmed 

or even outright antagonistic to Jesus. 

Do you really believe there is heaven and hell?  Do you really believe God is 

sweeter than sin?  Then do not be enmeshed with hell-bound sinners. 

This word for ‘partners’ is only found one other time in the NT and that is earlier 

in Ephesians at 3:6 where it says that “through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together 

with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ 

Jesus.”  That phrase ‘sharers together’ is the same word we find here.  In Christ, through 

the gospel, Jews and Gentiles, people of completely different backgrounds and cultures 

who otherwise would have nothing in common, have this profound bond based upon a 

shared hope.  Paul says to Christians – “You cannot have such a bond, such fellowship 

with those who do not share your most basic, fundamental hope.” 

Listen: I’ve seen this!  It’s real.  I’ve seen people have some kind of experience 

with Christianity but never really transfer their loyalty from their boozing, bar-fighting 

buddies to the body of Christ.  And it doesn’t take long before their hearts are hardened. 

I’ve seen people put their family identity above an identity in Christ and when 

parents or siblings oppose their Christianity they cater to their desires and pretty soon 

there’s no demonstrable passion for Christ left. 
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Or what about people who just do the church thing, the Christianity thing because 

they feel they’re supposed to, but their hearts are really in the world.  Their non-Christian 

friends ‘get’ them, they have more in common with them, they get more joy out of 

spending time with them, they sense a bond or kindred spirit with them more than with 

believers.  Their faith is never more than a going through the motions. 

The classic is dating.  Oh it starts off with loud attestations to the noblest of 

intentions.  A Christian begins dating a non-Christian, hoping to convert him or her.  But 

what inevitably happens is that the Christian’s soul shrivels up, compromises begin 

taking place, rationalizations abound, defensiveness pervades, and he or she begins 

slipping away from community and eventually from the Lord altogether. 

In all of these scenarios, apart from a gracious intervention of God to slap you 

upside the head (perhaps through a verse like Ephesians 5:7) you end up proving in the 

end that you never really heard the gospel, never really believed it, and you never really 

were marked with the Holy Spirit. 

The question really is – what has ultimately captured your imagination?  Is it the 

city life?  Is it the suburban life?  Is it your career field?  Is it your political affiliation?  Is 

it your family?  Is it money, fashion, entertainment, causes…?  Does the weekend say to 

you first and foremost – Word and Sacrament or dinner and a movie!  Whatever it is that 

has captured the seat of your affections and through which you view everything else… 

you will find yourself drawn to be partners with those who share those same core desires.  

For Christians that has to be Christ. 

2 Corinthians 6:14 says v. 7 well and segues to v. 8 perfectly.  There Paul says, 

“Do not be yoked together with unbelievers.  For what do righteousness and wickedness 

have in common?  Or what fellowship can light have with darkness?”  So let me ask the 

question, “Who are you yoked with?” 

 

You Are Light! 
 The reason Paul gives here for this stark denunciation of believers finding their 

bosom buddies among the disobedient is that “you were once darkness, but now you are 

light in the Lord” (v. 8).  The difference is like night and day.  Light and darkness mix 

just about as well as oil and water.  They just don’t. 

Paul reminds them that they were once “darkened in their understanding and 

separated from the life of God” (4:18)… idolaters.  But now they have had light shone 

into their hearts.  Now they had been granted to see reality as it really is.  “For God, who 

said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in [their] hearts to give [them] 

the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ,” to quote what Paul 

says in 2Cor. 4:6. 

But more than just being in the dark and having the lights turned on to see, to see 

Christ… look carefully at what Paul says… he says, “You were darkness, but now you 

are light in the Lord.”  To be in Christ who is the Light of the World, is to be light.  And 

here’s how it works.  Are you ready?  It’s the principle of phosphorescence. 

Did you ever have one of those toys that if you put it in the sun for awhile it 

absorbed its light and then if you took it into a dark room it would glow?  That’s the 

principle of phosphorescence.  And that’s how humans work too, not physically, but 

spiritually.  We become what we behold.  We resemble what we revere.  And when it 
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comes to Christ, as we gaze upon the glory of God shining in his face, as we bask in his 

beams of love, we absorb his rays and begin to shine ourselves. 

It’s weird, I know, but this is a biblical theme.  The larger theme is that you 

become what you worship.  There’s a guy who wrote a fascinating book on this titled We 

Become What We Worship: A Biblical Theology of Idolatry
1
 based off of this comment 

that’s found a couple times in Scripture that the world’s “idols are silver and gold, made 

by the hands of men.  They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but they cannot see; 

they have ears, but cannot hear, noses, but they cannot smell; they have hands, but cannot 

feel, feet, but they cannot walk; nor can they utter a sound with their throats.  Those who 

make them will be like them, and so will all who trust in them” (Ps. 115:4-8; cf. Ps. 

135:15-18).  It’s a fascinating study. 

But more specifically here we have this strange thing going on with Moses when 

he spoke with the Lord on Mt. Sinai in Exodus 34 – his face became radiant.  Before the 

face of God, Moses’ face took on a strange glow.  People weren’t ready to see the Lord’s 

glory in such a way so Moses had to wear a veil after every fresh encounter with God, 

which would always wear off.  Similarly, we see Stephen, the first Christian martyr in 

Acts 9 about to die looking up to heaven and seeing the glory of God, and Jesus standing 

at the right hand of God (Acts 9:55).  And Stephen in that context is described as having 

a face that was like the face of an angel (Acts 6:15)! 

Paul says in 2 Corinthians 3 that now, because of the gospel which quenches the 

fury of the Sinai’s Law against us and makes us able, wearing Christ’s righteousness, to 

be in God’s presence without fear, “we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s 

glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory” (2Cor. 3:18).  

As we bask in the Lord and peer more and more intently into his glory shining most 

intently in the gospel we are actually progressively transformed more and more into his 

likeness, which in this case involves becoming light!  The moment he shines his light 

upon you you are instantaneously transformed into light, you begin to shine and continue 

to shine brighter and brighter the more and more of him you take in.  I know, it sounds 

like some B movie about Martians or something, but I think it’s a cool theme to trace out.  

Paul says, “You were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord!” 

 

So If You’re Light… 

So if you’re light, “live [walk] as children of light” (v. 8c).  Behave accordingly, 

in other words.  The fruit of light (human photosynthesis, if you will) produces things 

like goodness, righteousness, and truth (v. 9).  “And find out what pleases the Lord” (v. 

10).  You live as a child of light by seeking to discern what kinds of things make your 

loving heavenly Father happy.  You no longer live just to please yourself.  What is the 

good thing to do here?  What is righteous in this scenario?  What’s the right application 

of, aligns with the truth?  You’re asking these questions.  There’s a shift in thinking. 

So if you’re light, “have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness” (v. 

11a).  The coarse joking, the sexual immorality, the brawling and slander, the gossip, the 

stealing, the lying, etc…  These are the deeds of darkness.  If you’re light, do not 

participate in those things.  They are fruitless, worthless, dead.  They don’t produce 

anything good. 

 Instead, “but rather,” and here’s where it all starts to come together, don’t just do 

good and avoid bad, even “expose them” (v. 11b).  If you’re light, expose the fruitless 
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deeds of darkness.  This is what light is supposed to do – it’s offensive/proactive; it goes 

out and drives away darkness.  It changes things. 

 And here’s where I have to go back and qualify what I was saying earlier.  “Do 

not be partners with them” does not mean you should not have friends who are in the 

world if you’re a Christian.  Notice I tried to use terms like bosom buddies and kindred 

spirits.  I was talking about deep level, best friends because you share a common 

worldview.  But, as one commentator points out, “Paul is not prohibiting all contact or 

association with such people…  If this is what the apostle means, then they would need to 

go out of the world altogether (note his argument in 1 Cor. 5:10)!”
2
  Jesus prayed not that 

God would take his followers out of the world (cf. Jn. 17:15).  The key to Christianity’s 

whole mission in this world is actually being in the world, having dear and close friends 

who are walking in darkness, being involved with people who live by a different sexual 

ethic without letting their darkness dim your light! 

 Christians cannot just hang out with other Christians.  They cannot be afraid of 

the dark.  They must so let the love of God fill them that they begin to imitate God and 

live a life of love just as Christ did when he stepped down into darkness.  The light that 

emanates from us, the fruit it produces in our lives, needs to be juxtaposed to the darkness 

and the deeds of other people’s lives.  Then it will cause a reaction.  It will either make 

them mad – try flipping the light switch on when your roommate is sleeping and see what 

happens; or it will cause them to see the foolishness of their ways and be drawn to the 

One who can forgive and transform them. 

 Just look at Jesus.  He made a huge impact!  But he also got killed!  We should 

expect the same.  Think too of Stephen whose face shown like an angel’s.  “This is the 

verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because 

their deeds were evil.  Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the 

light for fear that his deeds will be exposed” (Jn. 3:19-20).  We should be shining so 

bright that we threaten the darkness around us. 

 “For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret” (v. 12).  So 

much of people’s lives are lived in secrecy, hiding.  We want to keep things hidden, away 

from the light.  There are horrible things that happen in the wee hours of the morning, in 

tucked away corners of the city, but also in the deep recesses of the human heart, in the 

private corridors of the mind.  “But everything exposed by the light becomes visible” (v. 

13).  The very presence of a Christian should be showing up those places. 

 Light doesn’t retreat; it engages and changes the surroundings.  It drives away the 

darkness.  Verse 14a is translated in the NIV as – “for it is light that makes everything 

visible.”  I’m not sure why it does that.  It seems to make Paul a bit redundant.  The 

NASB translates it literally – “for everything that becomes visible is light.”  Here’s this 

principle of phosphorescence again.  Light, even the light that emanates from Christians, 

not only makes visible/exposes; it also transforms.  J.B. Phillips’ paraphrase of this verse 

captures it well – “It is even possible (after all, it happened to you!) for light to turn the 

thing it shines upon into light also.” 

 Christians should be light that transforms darkness.  Light exposes things – 

makes people uncomfortable and reflective, probes into nooks and crannies, searches 

hearts, asks questions, quickens consciences.  And light can also make things light – 

cause people to be changed from darkness into light. 
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Re-Tracing the Flow of Thought 

 There’s been so much to cover and I’m afraid I haven’t even done it justice, but in 

case we’ve gotten lost in it all, let me just briefly go back and re-trace the flow of thought 

for you so you can get it all.  In v. 7 Paul says, “Therefore, based on the stark and 

sobering reality that there are those who worship God and those who worship idols and 

heaven and hell hang in the balance, if you’re a Christian do not let yourself get 

enmeshed with those who don’t love Christ.” 

 The reason he gives is that you were once darkness but now are light in the Lord.  

There’s a fundamental incompatibility there.  Furthermore, if you are actually light then 

your life should produce certain good, righteous, and true actions through a desire to 

discern what pleases God.  And you should also avoid certain actions that are associated 

with darkness.  Your lifestyle should be distinct. 

 But even more than that, your life should exude certain qualities that challenge 

and expose the darkness that’s around you and in some instances actually change those 

around you into light as well.  Christians should be light that transforms darkness. 

 

Re-Asking the Original Question 

 So let’s go back and revisit the first questions that we started off with.  Are you 

seeing the people around you affected?  Why would a Christian experience limited 

change happening around them?  Part of it may be that he’s too involved with the world.  

Or it may be that she’s not involved in the world enough!  But really the bottom line 

answer is that he or she is not shining that brightly.  Because remember: light always 

wins over darkness.  So perhaps your light is dim.  Your luminosity is low. 

 Light has power.  It converts; it wakes people up; it gives life.  “This is why it is 

said: ‘Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you’” (v. 14b).  

The last part of v. 14 is most likely a saying that was used in early churches when people 

got baptized, words adapted from Is. 26:19 and 60:1.  These words poetically celebrate 

the power of God that initially changed you and the promise of God to continually 

change you as Christ shines on you. 

 So if you’re here today and you aren’t a Christian, I would ask, “Why are you 

here?”  Perhaps the light is beginning to dawn in your heart.  Someone you know is a 

believer and the light is emanating from him or her into your life and arousing some 

curiosity and you’ve been drawn here today as to a light at the end of a dark tunnel.  May 

God throw open the shades of your heart, pull back the veil and cause you to “see the 

light of the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2Cor. 4:4). 

 And if you have experienced that initial flood of light into your soul you have 

begun to glow yourself as you are in the Lord, but it may be faint.  What should you do?  

Bask in the light of Jesus!  As we come into the light more of the dark parts of our hearts 

become known and we see how needful we are of God’s mercy.  And as we bask in the 

beams of God’s love radiating from Christ we experience that grace and are changed.  

The more we do it, the more we become shining reflections of him that invade this dark 

world and see people come to recognize their sin and look to Jesus and become light too!  

You don’t change anybody, but only as the light of Christ is reflecting off of you and 

radiating through you.  So remain in him. 

You can get a sun burn on a cloudy day just walking along the street.  But your 

best chance is to find where the sun’s rays are shining most brightly and put yourself 
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there.  The same is true with spiritual light.  Where is Christ shining most prominently?  

Through his people.  In his Word.  At his Table.  Place yourself in those locations. 

 

The Lord’s Supper 

Let’s take some time to prepare for eating the Lord’s Supper.  If there’s 

something in your life that you’ve been keeping hidden in secrecy, let the light expose it.  

The elders will be available to come and confess to.  Bring it out into the light and let it 

be seen for what it is and let Christ’s blood cover it and soak in his rays of grace even 

more and burn brighter so that you can go out into the world and be his agent of change. 

I encourage you to have 1John 1:5 – 2:2 open in front of you.  Let me just read 

that and then you can come up and eat when you’re ready: 

 

This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is 

light; in him there is no darkness at all.  If we claim to have fellowship 

with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth.  But 

if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one 

another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.  If we 

claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.  If 

we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and 

purify us from all unrighteousness.  If we claim we have not sinned, we 

make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.  My dear 

children, I write this to you so that you will not sin.  But if anybody does 

sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense – Jesus Christ, 

the Righteous One.  He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only 

for ours but also for the sins of the whole world. 

 

Benediction 
May Christ shine upon you and may you become blameless and pure, children of God 

without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the 

universe as you hold out the word of life. (Phil. 2:15-16) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 12, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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