One of the biggest issues the Church faces today is how it should interact with the world.  There are various opinions and thoughts on the issue – many of them contradictory.  There are some who argue that the Church should completely disengage from the world – only listening to Christian music and refusing to watch movies or television and even boycotting “non-Christian” stores.  There are others who argue for the exact opposite – being like the world in almost every respect (music, clothes, hobbies, etc) so that the message of Christ is more “acceptable”.  And, in reality, there are Christians who occupy almost every position on the spectrum between these two extremes.  

And this is not merely a modern issue – it is one that has occupied the Church almost since its inception.  Monasticism, at root, was an answer to this question – it declared that Christians should have nothing to do with the world.  The Medieval Catholic Church was another answer to this question – it declared that Christians should actually rule the world and everything in it.  And, as is the case today, there are Christians who have occupied almost every position in between.  

So the question is an important one – how should we interact with people who are not Christians and do not follow Christ?  Thankfully, this is not an issue on which the Bible is silent.  In fact, as we continue to walk through Paul's letter to the Ephesians, he addresses it explicitly in 5:7-14.  In the previous verses, as Steven showed us last week, Paul addresses some specific actions that his readers should avoid.  Now, in these verses, Paul shifts his focus from the actions themselves to the people who do them.  

And, while I am sure we will not fully and finally answer the question raised above, Paul does give us some very clear instructions and guidelines regarding our interactions with non-Christians.  And, as we will see, his instructions and exhortations fit perfectly with the mission given to us by Christ himself of making disciples. 

So, according to Paul, how should we interact with those who do not follow Christ?

I. We should not associate with sons of disobedience because we are light (7-8a).

Paul continues this section of practical exhortation by helping his readers understand the way they should interact with those who are not Christians.  Having just told them that sexual immorality, impurity, covetous, foolish talk, filthiness and coarse joking have no place in their lives and having assured them that God's wrath will fall on those who do such things, Paul turns his attention to interacting with those very people who do those things.  And the first thing he tells is readers is “Therefore do not associate with them” (5:7).  “Them” in this verse refers to the sons of disobedience mentioned in 5:6 – that is, those who carry out the things described in 5:3-4.   So Paul's point is that his readers should not associate with those who do such things things.  

This strong statement about separating from those who do not follow God is reiterated at various point in the rest of the New Testament.  In 1 Corinthians 10:20-21, Paul writes, “No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God.  I do not want you to be participants with demons.  You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons.  You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons.”  And in 2 Cor. 6:14-16a, we read, “Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers.  For what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness?  Or what fellowship has light with darkness?  What accord has Christ was Belial?  Or what portion does a believer share with an unbeliever?  What agreement has the temple of God with idols?”   These texts make the same point as our text today: Christians cannot have fellowship with nonbelievers.  

But two questions arise from that statement.  First, what does it mean that we should not have fellowship with them?  Does it mean that we never interact with non-Christians but retreat into our own safe havens of protection?  From the rest of Scripture, we can emphatically declare that this is not what Paul is saying.  Most clearly, we see this in 1 Corinthians 5:9-10 as Paul says, “I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people – not at all meaning the sexually immoral of this world, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters, since then you would need to go out of the world.”  Paul expects his readers to interact with and be around and know people who disobey God.  Those things are not being forbidden.  Rather, Paul is forbidding any sort or kind of participation in the disobedience itself.  Christians will, and should, interact with non-Christians, but we must be incredibly careful not to associate with them in any sort of disobedience.  

But the second question we must ask is, “why?”  Why must we be so careful to avoid this sort of association?  Paul tells his readers in verse 8 that they should not associate with these sons of disobedience “for at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord” (5:8a).  This language and imagery of darkness and light runs throughout the Scriptures and is used to signify the cosmic battle between Satan and God.  In Eph. 6:12, Paul will talk about wrestling “the cosmic powers over this present darkness” (see also Acts 26:18 and 2 Cor. 4:4).  With regard to humans in particular, our natural state of rebellion against God is described as being in darkness (Eph. 4:18) while following God is described as walking in light (1 John 1:5-7).  The two forces are diametrically opposed to one another.  But why does Paul use the image here?  He uses it because salvation is often understood, and spoken about, as being transferred from darkness to light or transformed from darkness to light.  Col. 1:13-14 says, “He [God] has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”  And in 1 Pet. 2:9, Peter described God as “him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”  Understanding the image is crucial for understanding Paul's point.  The reason his readers should not associate with sons of disobedience is because they have been saved.  As believers, they are new creatures (2 Cor. 5:17) who have been born again (John 3:3,5) so they could walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:4).  This means they are not the people they were before, and it means they cannot share in fellowship with those who have not experienced salvation.  As Paul told the Corinthians in 2 Cor. 6:14-7:1, there can be no fellowship or accord between Christ and Satan.  And, as a result, there can be no fellowship between the follower of Satan and the follower of Christ.  Moreover, this whole text begins with the word “Therefore” - pointing to the fact that Paul's readers should not associate with the sons of disobedience because God's wrath is on those people (5:6) – something which is not true of Paul's readers.  

So the first thing Paul makes emphatically clear in this text is that we should not associate with sons of disobedience.  He is not telling us to avoid all contact with such people, but rather not to partake in their disobedience.  As “partakers” of the promise of Christ (Eph. 3:6), we cannot be “partakers” with those opposed to Christ (the word used in 3:6 is the same word translated “associate” in 5:7).  Our salvation should radically affect our friendships, our walk and our interactions with those who are lost.  

II. Instead, we should walk as children of light (8b-10).

After giving his readers a negative exhortation about not associating with sons of disobedience, Paul balances that with an equally emphatic positive exhortation as he writes, “Walk as children of light” (5:8b).  After telling them what to avoid (taking part in the sin of the sons of disobedience), he gives them something to pursue.  This is important because it is a reminder that we are not merely in the business of avoiding but of actively doing.  We should not merely focus our attention on the avoidance of certain actions, thoughts and attitudes but on the cultivation of other actions, thoughts and attitudes.  Just as a wicked heart of darkness bears fruit, so does a renewed and softened heart of light (Ezek. 36:25-27; Matt. 7:17-18).  We should walk in a way that demonstrates that we truly are children of light.  But what exactly does it mean to “walk as children of light”?  Paul explains this in the next two verses.  

First, in a parenthesis of sorts, Paul tell them that “the fruit of light is found in all that is good and right and true” (5:9).  Here, Paul makes explicit the point we just saw: walking as children of light means producing certain fruit -  the “fruit of light.”  In particular, Paul says this fruit consists of goodness and righteousness and truth.  That which is good is that which is morally excellent and pure.  That which is righteous is that which accords with the standards and will of God.  And that which is true is that which accords with reality and with what we know of God and the world.  Taken together, these terms refer to those actions which follow the standards laid down by God and conform to His revealed will for us.  God has saved us for the very purpose of carrying out good works (Eph. 2:10), and he has detailed these works for us – carrying for orphans and widows (James 1:27), doing good to our enemies (Rom. 12:20-21), exhorting one another (Heb. 3:13), and giving to those in need (2 Cor. 9:7) just to name a few.  We should be producing this sort of fruit.  

There is a great deal of parallel here with other similar exhortations given by Paul such as his reference to the fruit of the Spirit in Gal. 5:22-33 as well as his words in Phil. 4:8: “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.”  Paul's exhortation – though not very specific – is very clear.  Walking as children of light means doing those things that can be classified as good and righteous and true and honorable and pure and praiseworthy.  As we live our lives, we should test everything we do against this standard.  Is this action good?  Is this desire right?  Is this thought true?  Is this action praiseworthy?  Is this attitude honorable?  Is this thought pure and lovely?  We must be ever-diligent in examining ourselves so that we might avoid walking in sin.  We must not grow weary or complacent or lazy because we have an enemy who is seeking to destroy us.  We have been changed from darkness to light, and we should walk as children of light – producing fruit that is good and righteous and true. 

But Paul goes on in describing what it means to walk as children of light by telling his readers to “try to discern what is pleasing to the Lord” (5:10).  Before even looking at the statement itself, we should note that the statement implicitly assumes that children of light desire to please God.  As children of light, we have a new master and being a Christian means valuing His opinion  and will and desire over that of everyone else.  As Paul told the Corinthians, “So whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to please him.  For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil” (2 Cor. 5:9-10; see also Col. 1:9-10; 1 Thess. 4:1; 2 Tim. 2:4,15).  As children of light, it should be the desire of our heart, above everything else, to please the Lord who has bought us and delivered us.  

And because of that desire, as Paul makes clear, we should actively try to discern what is pleasing to Him.  We must not be passive in this regard but active!  First of all, we should be pouring over the Scriptures and searching them diligently to see how we can please Him.  The psalmist declared, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path” (Ps. 119:105).  And Paul told Timothy, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness,that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17).  One way we will know what is pleasing to God (and so obey this text and walk as children of light) is by soaking ourselves in the Word.  And second of all, we should praying earnestly to our Father to give us wisdom to know how we can please Him.  James told his readers, “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him.  But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind” (James 1:5-6).  The text is clear that we can ask God, who gives generously, for wisdom and we will receive it if we ask in faith.  

So the second thing Paul tells his readers – after telling them not to associate with sons of disobedience – is to walk as children of light.  It is not merely avoiding something but doing something else.  

III. And we should take the light to the darkness so that the darkness might be overcome (11-14).

The end of our text this week is very intriguing and, in the end, extremely challenging as well.  We mentioned earlier that Paul's exhortation not to associate with sons of disobedience did not mean that we should never interact with them but rather that we should not walk with them in their disobedience.  But that still raises the question, “How should we interact with them?”  And it is to this question that Paul turns his attention in verses 11-14.  

He begins by saying, “Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose them.  For it is shameful even to speak of the things that they do in secret” (5:11-12).  So after reiterating that his readers should take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, he says that, instead, they should “expose” those works of darkness.  What does this mean?  It seems, from the context, that Paul is telling his readers to highlight the true nature of these unfruitful works of darkness – presumably through refusing to participate in them and bringing forth the fruit of light instead.  In essence, believers, through their own faithful and righteous lives, should make clear that certain actions and works are wrong.  Here we see a clear reason why we should be around the sons of disobedience.  By walking among them – and walking in the fruit of light instead of the unfruitful works of darkness – we will expose those unfruitful works for precisely what they are – sinful and wrong. 

Before moving on, we need to step back and really understand the seriousness of this exhortation.  Many of us as Christians are tempted to disengage from the lost world around us because we share so little in common with that world and because so much of what they do is utterly shameful.  However, Paul's mindset is entirely different.  In Paul's mind, he wants his readers to be around such people so that they can expose those sinful actions precisely because they are sinful and need to be exposed.  One of our central tasks as Christians is to bear witness to what is right and what is wrong in the world around us.  We are the salt and the light of the earth (Matt. 5:13-16), and it is our task to expose disobedience and bear constant witness to God's will and God's standard.  

But our goal in doing this is not to heap condemnation on those doing such things.  Our goal in exposing the unfruitful works of darkness is not to highlight our moral superiority.  As Paul closes our text, he makes clear that our goal is the transformation of those people who walk in darkness into light.  He writes, “But when anything is exposed by the light, it becomes visible, for anything that becomes visible is light.  Therefore it says, 'Awake, O sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you'” (5:13-14).  Notice the incredible contrast at the start of the verse: the things they do are shameful even to speak about (5:12) but when something is exposed by the light, it is seen for what it is and when it is seen for what it is, it becomes light.  In short, even those shameful works of darkness can be transformed into light.  Even those sons of disobedience who walk in such shameful works can be transformed into light.  This is Paul's point to his reader: expose the deeds of darkness because by exposing them, transformation will happen – no doubt not for everyone, but for some.  

The quote Paul uses to drive home his point is actually not a direct quote of any one particular Old Testament passage.  Rather, it seems to be a collection of some texts that share a number of themes and images – Isaiah 26:19 and 60:1-3 in particular.  Isa. 26:19 – a verse in the midst of a chapter describing the day when God will swallow up death forever – says, “Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise.  You who dwell in the dust, awake and sing for joy!  For your dew is a dew of light, and  the earth will give birth to the dead.”  And Isa. 60:1-3 – a text that clearly has messianic overtones and points ultimately to Christ – says, “Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.  For behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will be seen upon you.  And nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising.”  These texts clearly speak about light shining on those who “sleep” - that is, who are dead – and dispelling the darkness that covers the earth.  Under the inspiration of the Spirit, Paul has taken the themes and ideas expressed in these verses and brought them together to point to the fact that “the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4), “the true light, which enlightens everyone” (John 1:9) has come into the world.  We, as Christians, have already experienced this incredible transformation ourselves.  The light has shined on us, and God has called us out of darkness into his marvelous light (1 Pet. 2:9).  And we now have the privilege of shining that light on those who still stand in darkness and seeing God transfer, and transform, others into light as well.  

Paul closes this text with a clear call to evangelism.  As those who have become children of light ourselves, we are to take that light into the darkness that still surrounds it and expose that darkness so that the darkness will flee.  This is what Paul urged on his readers, and the same exhortation is given to us today.  We must be faithful to carry the light – not taking part in the unfruitful works of darkness but exposing them with the gospel.  It is our task to go into the darkness and declare that God's wrath will fall on those who disobey (5:6; John 3:36).  And it is our task to go into the darkness and declare that Jesus Christ died on the cross and was raised from the dead in order to save all who will believe in him and follow Him as Lord from that very wrath (1 Thess. 1:10).  This is our task – may we be found faithful.  

Conclusion

As we come to the table, we are remembering the true light about which we have just spoken.  “The true light, which enlightens everyone, [has come] into the world.  He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him.  He came to to his own, and his own people did not receive him.  But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (John 1:9-13).  Our Savior bled and died and rose from the dead so that we might be transferred from the kingdom of darkness to the Kingdom of Christ.       

Let us remember that and rejoice.  And let us remember that He gave us the task of taking the good news to a world that is lost.  “You are the light of the world.  A city set on a hill cannot be hidden.  Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:14-16).  

