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Text 
Be very careful, then, how you live-- not as unwise but as wise, 

16 
making the most of every opportunity, 

because the days are evil. 

 

Introduction 
 Can you believe it’s almost August already?  Where has the time gone? 

 Last weekend was the church retreat (40 or so of you were there).  The last two 

days the elders got away for our annual elder retreat in Michigan just to bond, reflect on 

the past year and plan for the year ahead for the church.  Needless to say I was so busy 

this week I didn’t really have time to write a sermon.  So I don’t really have anything for 

you today…..  Just joking!  Wouldn’t that be crazy? 

 We’re going to talk about time today and as we do I want to introduce it by 

pointing out a paradox.  The Christian life is full of paradoxes.  People often perceive 

Christianity as being a very simplistic schema full of pat answers, unaware of or unable 

to deal with the complexities of life.  Quite the opposite, in fact. 

 Take for example Paul’s description of his life in 2 Corinthians 6:10 – 

“Sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet 

possessing everything.”  It’s quite poetic, quite nuanced, quite different from the 

saccharine approaches to life that are often passed off for Christianity. 

 Paradoxes abound.  Martin Luther wrote a small little book that may have been 

his most important entitled The Freedom of a Christian (or something like that; it goes by 

several different titles).  In the beginning he states his thesis this way: “A Christian… is 

the most free lord of all, and subject to none; a Christian… is the most dutiful servant of 

all, and subject to every one.”
1
  And then the next forty pages or so are intended to 

explain the whole Christian life based upon that paradox. 

 It’s a little bit like what we’ve been seeing in the book of Ephesians.  For those 

who have heard the central Christian message of who Jesus is and what he has done to 

accomplish redemption in the fullness of time and have believed that good news, they are 

in Christ, they have every spiritual blessing already, they’re loved, adopted, forgiven, 

reconciled, God’s treasured possession… all on account of God’s glorious grace!  What 

freedom!  There’s absolutely nothing you have done to earn it, there’s nothing you must 

do to keep it.  It’s full, free, fabulous, forever mercy!  You get it and you leap for joy at 
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the “incomparable riches of [God’s] grace, expressed in his kindness to [you] in Christ 

Jesus.  For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God – NOT BY WORKS…” (2:7-9). 

But then we also see that “we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus TO 

DO GOOD WORKS, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (2:10).  Saved not by 

works, but for works. 

Reading the first half of this letter we are astounded by the freeing fact that we 

don’t have to do anything!  Jesus has done everything!  You don’t become a Christian by 

being good, but by recognizing you’re bad and Jesus was good, nay perfect, for you/on 

your behalf and so what’s yours is his and what’s his is yours.  And then once you do that 

and become a Christian you don’t have to try to be a ‘better Christian’ because there is no 

such thing.  Either you are or you aren’t.  If you’re in Christ you can never be more loved 

and accepted by God than you currently are.  But then the second half of the book is all 

about what you should then be doing.  Do you see the paradox? 

 Coming to today’s text, it seems that a life lived out of the gospel would be a life 

of rest and a heart set at ease, freed from the franticness of life, able to enjoy and relax, 

not under any pressure to perform.  And it is!  And yet vv. 15 and 16 strike a tone of 

urgency – “Be very careful how you live!  Make the most of every opportunity!  Time is 

of the essence!  Don’t waste a moment; there are things to be done.”  A Christian is a 

perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.  A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, 

subject to all.  How can this be? 

 And Paul has made clear that Christ is seated at the right hand of the Father in the 

heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title 

that can be given, not only in the age to come but also in the present one.  Jesus is 

reigning; he has defeated evil.  And yet Paul says in v. 16 that “the days are evil.”  

Galatians 1:4 describes the era we currently live in as “the present evil age.”  The 

paradox of the already, but not yet – Christ is already reigning, but it’s not yet fully 

realized.  And we live in this paradox. 

 So what does it all mean for how we spend our time?  Time management: 

procrastination, productivity, priorities, planning…  These are the kinds of things we’re 

looking at today as we look at these two verses.  And in short, what we’ll see is just this: 

Christians use their time so as to most effectively savor God and serve others. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Analysis 
 We just have two verses so let’s analyze them thoroughly and then move to 

interpretation, and then finish with application. 

The first thing to point out is that the ‘then’ is a ‘therefore’.  “Be very careful, 

then…”  Or it could be translated, “Therefore, be very careful…”  ‘Therefore’ is a logical 

connecting word that builds what’s about to be said upon the foundation of what’s just 

been said.  In vv. 7-14, Paul has just said that Christians should be light in a dark world.  

They actually become light in the Lord and glow brighter as Christ continues to shine on 

them.  We called it the principle of phosphorescence, like a glow toy that actually gives 

off light the more it has been in the light.  And as a Christian emits light the result is that 
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the darkness of others becomes exposed and sometimes it even works to change them 

into light as well. 

Therefore, if that’s how it works, then you should be very careful how you live.  

Literally it says, “Watch carefully how you walk.”  ‘Walking’ is a familiar term in 

Ephesians (cf. 2:2, 4:1, 4:17) that refers to behavior, actions, how you conduct yourself in 

your normal dealings – a lifestyle.  It’s an action word. 

“Not as unwise, but as wise.”  Again, wisdom in the Bible is not a word that 

describes intellectual prowess or sagely quips.  Wisdom is applied knowledge.  It is 

understanding of the Lord worked out in the practical details of everyday situations and 

relationships. 

“Be very careful, then, how you live – not as unwise but as wise, making the most 

of every opportunity,” or “making the most of your time” (NASB), or “making the best 

use of the time” (ESV).  Paul here is talking about that which is most basic to how we 

live and that is how we use our time.  It’s interesting: wisdom and getting a handle on 

time usage are linked together in other contexts too.  Colossians 4:5 – “Conduct 

yourselves wisely toward outsiders, making the best use of the time” (ESV).  Or Psalm 

90:12 – “Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.” 

Christians are to wisely watch how they walk by keeping a close eye on, 

scrutinizing how they spend their time, not squandering a single second of it “because the 

days are evil.”  Essentially Paul’s saying that believers must be diligent because they live 

surrounded by darkness.  Evil is still lurking in our times.  Satan is defeated, but like a 

convicted mob boss continuing to run last ditch operations from prison, he’s still 

wreaking havoc. 

Satan plucks up seeds of the gospel planted in people’s hearts (cf. Mk. 4:1-20) 

and “prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1Pe. 5:8).  So 

even in these days Christians will face great temptations that threaten to dim their light or 

extinguish any faux glow that might have been there. 

Also, we read in 2 Corinthians 4:4 that “the god of this age has blinded the minds 

of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ.”  The 

days are evil.  Satan is referred to there as ‘the god of this age’ and is said to have cast a 

spell on people, keeping them in the dark about who God is and what he has done in 

Jesus.  So in these days believers have an immense opportunity and burden to be light to 

those around them. 

There are great temptations and great obligations. 

Put it all together and I think Paul is saying that since the spiritual life operates by 

the principle of phosphorescence and because it’s a dark world Christians should focus 

their time on letting Christ shine on them and letting Christ shine through them.  Or to put 

it this way: Christians use their time so as to most effectively savor God and serve 

others.  There’s no time to waste.  The stakes are high.  Our time must be maximized for 

accomplishing these two crucial tasks: savoring God and serving others. 

 

Interpretation 

 That’s walking you through an analysis of the text.  Let’s step back a bit and 

begin to interpret this.  What governs how most people spend their time?  Ignore God and 

serve yourself.  There’s a whole genre in the Bible called wisdom literature and it’s made 

up largely by the books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes.  Both books call us as a starting 
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point to orient our lives around God.  The term it uses is ‘fear’, ‘fear God’, ‘the fear of 

the Lord’.  It doesn’t mean be afraid of him.  It means revere, respect, admire, 

acknowledge to be big in your life.  Repeatedly in Proverbs we come across the refrain – 

“the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (i.e. Prov. 9:10).  Ecclesiastes ends 

with this summary statement: “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the 

matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Eccl. 

12:13). 

This sums up the point of human existence: First: fear God – know him, enjoy 

him, experience him, cherish him, worship him.  Secondly: in this relationship with the 

Lord, keep his commandments – which are all about #1 how to love the Lord your God 

with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and then #2 how to love 

your neighbor as yourself.  Jesus said that “all the Law and the Prophets hang on these 

two commandments” (Mt. 22:41) – savoring God and serving others. 

So first of all, do you fear God?  Do you know him and delight in him?  If you’re 

not sure you do, I’m really glad you’re here.  I would urge you to make this your top 

priority right now.  Time is short and eternity is long.  Don’t shrug it off.  Investigate, 

read, talk.  Go back and read the grand, sweeping realities portrayed in the first three 

chapters of Ephesians.  Listen to or read some of the sermons that were preached here 

from those passages (they’re online). 

Don’t let your preconceived notions or anyone else tell you that the Christian God 

is nothing more than some insecure, erratic, cosmic kill-joy who wants to control you 

with a bunch of trivial rules, some relatively inconsequential deity that pathetically 

demands you throw him a bone here and there.  He is the reason for and rallying point of 

all reality.  Our ignoring him is of the utmost consequence, making his mercy to us of the 

utmost magnitude and what he did in Jesus – God made flesh and absorbing the divine 

wrath for sin – supremely momentous.  His glory expressed chiefly through his grace is 

sublimely significant.  I hope you can see that. 

If you are a Christian, is God very small to you – in stature, in appeal, in your 

perceptions and in your priorities as reflected in your schedule?  God is calling you to 

revel in the right standing you have with him in Christ.  Regularly rehearse the great 

truths of the gospel and marvel at the God of the gospel so as to keep yourself from 

slipping into a numbness that sees days, weeks, years, slip by while your heart grows 

cold.  More details in a moment… 

 Now when it comes to organizing our time wisely, the book of Proverbs has a 

good bit to say about laziness (it refers to lazy bums as sluggards): 

 

26:13 – “The sluggard says, ‘There is a lion in the road, a fierce lion 

roaming the streets!’”  He makes excuses for inactivity and irrationally 

rationalizes his life away. 

26:14 – “As a door turns on its hinges, so a sluggard turns on his bed.”  He 

has no motivation, no gumption to get out and be productive. 

26:15 – “The sluggard buries his hand in the dish; he is too lazy to bring it 

back to his mouth.”  Even when he gets around to starting things he has a 

hard time finishing them. 

26:16 – “The sluggard is wiser in his own eyes than seven men who 

answer discreetly.”  He believes his own excuses and justifies himself; any 
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misfortune he explains away as the victim; any reproofs he dodges with 

defensiveness. 

 

This is laziness.  Paul says we are to “warn those who are idle” (1Thess. 5:14).  Laziness 

is essentially self-centeredness, hedonism.  The number one priority that is protected at 

all costs is one’s own comfort; that’s a sluggard’s god and his hands are never as much as 

lifted to legitimately meet the needs of others.  Needless to say, the sluggard doesn’t use 

his time very well. 

 The book of Ecclesiastes gives us great insight into another problem: 

workaholism.  On the flipside to laziness is the idol of productivity.  The writer of 

Ecclesiastes dabbles with everything under the sun trying to find significance and 

purpose and he tries work.  And this is what he finds: “What does a man get for all the 

toil and anxious striving with which he labors under the sun?  All his days his work is 

pain and grief; even at night his mind does not rest.  This too is meaningless” (Eccl. 2:22-

23). 

There are books and seminars on time management and efficiency and getting 

things done.  I typed in ‘time management’ on Amazon books this week and found 

101,676 results!  The front page in my FranklinCovey planner has this quote from 

Benjamin Franklin – “Dost thou love life?  Then do not squander time, for that’s the stuff 

life is made of.”  But the wise writer of Ecclesiastes would beg to differ.  If that’s what 

your life is all about you’re in a sad place.  This is really just making success, money, 

accomplishments out to be god and using other people to attain them for yourself.  So the 

super-productive person doesn’t use his time very well either. 

 Our world today seems to be filled with either sluggards or workaholics.  But it’s 

not always a clear distinction.  Laziness doesn’t just have to be idleness.  You can be 

busy and be lazy too.  You can busy yourself, but not really get the important things 

done.  Some people give off the impression of being hard-working but they’re really 

running around like crazy under the tyranny of the urgent because they’re too lazy to 

plan, prioritize, and they procrastinate.  We may think that the students who are frazzled 

and sleep deprived are hard workers but really they’re caught in this cycle: 

 

• If it’s not due tomorrow, then I’ll take my time and put off the work. 

• If it’s due tomorrow, I’ll start the project, stay up late, and drop all my other 

priorities. 

• Once I’ve finished, I’m entitled to a reward.
2
 

 

Sound familiar?  It’s really just laziness. 

 Think about it: we can be ‘working’ but not getting things done.  Ever sat at your 

desk and spent 30 minutes spinning your ring or looking at Yahoo headlines?  And our 

modern obsession with time and efficiency and multi-tasking doesn’t actually mean we 

get more things done than others did in times gone by.  We can waste so much time these 

days with all of our supposedly time-saving technologies… 

 We live in a culture that full of laziness and busyness and sometimes it’s hard to 

tell the difference between the two.  Some could care less about time.  Some obsess over 

it.  But according to this text, most people don’t use their time very well.  The bottom line 
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question this calls us to ask ourselves is: are we using our time so as to most effectively 

savor God and serve others? 

 

Application 

And that leads finally to the question of how?  Let’s move into application now.  

How exactly should you go about ensuring that you’re using your time well?  Well, it 

really starts with understanding your two objectives in life: savor God and serve others.  

But how do you take that from concept to reality?  I don’t have a lot to say, but I’ll say 

this – It takes intentionality. 

Paul says, “Watch!  Be very careful.  Assess.  Step back and look at your life in 

relation to these two objectives.”  Most people don’t or very rarely do that.  The 18
th

 

century philosopher-theologian Jonathan Edwards did.  Edwards early in life made a list 

of resolutions that helped guide him.  One of them read – “Resolved: Never to lose one 

moment of time, but to improve it in the most profitable way I possibly can.”
3
  That 

doesn’t just happen.  It takes planning.  You’ve heard the old adage: “If you fail to plan, 

you can plan to fail?” 

You need to sit down with a pad of paper and write at the top Savor God and 

Serve Others.  These are the purposes which should guide a Christian’s whole life. 

Then take a calendar and start looking at the year ahead.  Write down specific 

goals.  We spent most of our day yesterday at the Elder Retreat talking about that.  Also: 

when are you going to take vacations?  The Hebrew calendar had regular feasts and 

festivals built into it, extended times to break from the ordinary and rest.  “But wait a 

minute,” you ask, “I thought this was about getting things done: savoring God and 

serving others?”  Yes and planned rest is an important part of this. 

First, because God knows that for you to be effective in serving other people you 

need time away to rest and recharge (cf. Mk. 6:45-46; and let me remind you that you 

don’t recharge apart from God; vacations can’t be vacations from God). 

Secondly, because the very act of resting is an act of savoring God.  It is 

recognizing that you are not God.  You can’t do everything.  You’re not the answer to the 

dark world’s problems.  Disciplining yourself to rest is a way to savor the fact that God is 

the one who works for you.  You ultimately do nothing to make yourself significant.  He 

has done that for you in Christ.  Extended times away throughout the year signify that 

and they won’t happen without planning. 

Next, look at your week and mark off Sunday (if at all possible) as a day of rest – 

one in seven.  This is God’s rhythm built into the fabric of the creation.  It’s a weekly 

reminder of and act of faith in the fact that God provides everything for you.  Spend that 

day worshipping him at church, hearing again the gospel through Word and experiencing 

it through Sacrament.  Enjoy family, leisure, naps, nature.  It takes discipline and 

planning to be able to get everything else done ahead of time so you don’t have to work 

on Sunday.  But Sunday is a great day for savoring God in community with others. 

The other six days are for work.  But even there God made us so that we need 

sleep to again remind us that we’re not God.  “He who watches over [you] will neither 

slumber nor sleep” (Ps. 121:4).  But you must.  Get 8 hours of sleep!  And again this 

takes discipline to go to bed early and not selfishly stay up late wasting time.  The time 

before noon is generally for most people the most productive hours of the day.  Sleeping 
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them away is generally wasting them.  You can more effectively savor God and serve 

people if you’re well rested. 

And what should be the first thing you do when you wake up in the morning?  

Carve out extended time to be in God’s Word, to be praying, to be meditating on the 

Lord.  Bask in his presence.  Preach the gospel to yourself.  See your sin reflected back at 

you in Scripture and repent.  Then see Jesus pictured for you in Scripture and put your 

faith in him as your substitute and your righteousness.  Savor that reality.  We are so 

tempted to either sleep in or to get up and start getting things done, both of which are 

foolish and selfish.  Think of how many times we roll out of bed and just go right into the 

dark world without spending time soaking in the Son.  It’s not a good idea.  At the end of 

the day you will generally find that you didn’t really savor God that day nor serve other 

people if you didn’t do it first thing. 

Start off every day with time in God’s presence.  Rehearse his greatness and his 

love.  Pray for other people.  What a way to serve them!  And pray for your day ahead.  

Pray that God would keep you aware of his presence throughout and pray that he would 

give you strength and desire and openness to love all the people you come into contact 

with.  Pray that you would be able to see the point of your day in that light – not in just 

getting through it to get to the weekend, not in excelling so you get a promotion, not in 

having something at the end to show for it to feel like your existence is worthwhile, not in 

pursuing your own ease and pleasure. 

And then you have to go to work!  Loving God, savoring God, making him your 

number one priority doesn’t mean that you maintain a 24/7 prayer vigil.  It means you go 

out and do stuff and “whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, [you] do it all for the 

glory of God” (1Cor. 10:31).  It’s not always true that the higher priority gets more time, 

just like you can prioritize and prize your spouse above your job, but still spend more 

time at work than on dates.  God calls us to spend the vast majority of our waking hours 

working. 

What are your vocations?  Your primary one (not in importance but in time) is 

generally the one you get paid for or if you’re in school it’s being a student or if you’re a 

mom it’s caring for your kids and home.  Understand that you can’t do everything.  Know 

your roles.  Not even God in human form – Jesus – did everything.  There were many 

lepers who went unhealed.  He just did everything the Father had sent him to do.  Know 

what God has called you to do and do it effectively as a means to serve people and 

society. 

Here are just a few really practical tips: 

 

• Within those callings each day write things down.  Getting things out of your 

head and onto a piece of paper is a key component of productivity.  Make lists.  

Prioritize. 

• Here’s another key: get your most important task done every day before noon 

(this goes for your ‘day job vocation’ I guess).  Don’t start into the easy things 

(and usually the most inconsequential) right away.  Tackle the big rocks.  Doing 

the hard things also applies to your relationships with the people God has called 

you to – making phone calls, setting up get togethers… 
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• Also, don’t work on one thing for a long, uninterrupted amount of time.  Break 

things up, get up and take walks.  Change tasks.  You can’t be efficient doing one 

thing for four hours straight.  Mix it up. 

• Maximize what seems like down time – riding the bus, waiting for an 

appointment, etc… – by carrying around a pad of paper to put things in.  Or 

listening to sermons.  Or something like that.  For example: I always have a book 

with me wherever I go so that in the not too rare instances where I have to wait or 

get caught up I can be reading something. 

 

Conclusion 
More than just giving you practical advice today I want you to leave wanting to 

use your time so as to most effectively savor God and serve others.  I didn’t cover that 

much practical stuff or cover it that well.  And you may be aggravated right now 

thinking, “He doesn’t understand my situation.  That’s just the way he’s wired.  What 

about this or that?”  And I hope that I might have said something helpful at the end for 

somebody and if it doesn’t totally fit your situation you can adapt and add. 

But most importanly, this is not a seminar, but a sermon.  The main point is clear 

from this text that Christians use their time so as to most effectively savor God and 

serve others.  I want you to look at that and look at your heart and notice things like: It’s 

my selfishness that wants to protect my free time.  It’s my pride that causes everything I 

do to be done to protect my reputation.  I tackle the day with zest but rest in my own 

strength.  I roll out of bed halfway through the day and go about doing the things I want 

to do with no thought of God or others.  Look at how you use your time as a window into 

your heart. 

In these evil days there is still evil residing in our hearts.  But the great paradox is 

that though we are great sinners we are righteous in God’s sight in Jesus Christ.  We are 

idolatrous, selfish time wasters, but through Christ we are perfectly accepted before God 

as if we always used every second of every day to perfectly savor God and serve others.  

I want to proclaim that to you today.  And the other paradox is that letting this marvelous 

reality of grace apart from works sink in is what will cause us to worship God and work 

for others.  The more that we learn that the pressure’s off, there’s no need to perform, we 

can rest easy, the more we will be impelled to use our time so as to most effectively 

savor God and serve others. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Let’s savor Christ together at his Table… 

 

Benediction 
May you rest in Christ and get a lot done! 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 26, 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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