Children of Light in Dark Places


 “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) and find out what pleases the Lord. Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. But everything exposed by the light becomes visible, 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.’ Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.” (Ephesians 5:8‑16)


If you didn’t grow up from a young age loving and following Jesus, you can likely identify with these words: “You were once darkness.” You used to “follow the ways of this world and the ruler of the kingdom of the air,” as Paul says in Ephesians 2:2. Your ways may have been pretty evil, or merely socially acceptable evil, but either way they weren’t the ways of God.


But things have changed. We’re on the side of light now. We’re “in the Lord.” His Spirit lives in us to change our values and empower us to live out those values—values like “goodness, righteousness and truth” rather than fun, power and sex.


This identity as “children of light” isn’t something that’s automatic. We must intentionally “live as” children of light, which means we must “have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness.” Love the good. Hate evil. The one attracts us, the other distances us. And both require intentionality. They don’t just happen.


Rejecting darkness means “having nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness”—not even “mentioning” them because they’re so evil. They shouldn’t become “no big deal” in our homes—or our TVs. Don’t even joke about them. Humor tends to put a pretty face on evil. It makes it seem harmless—and it isn’t. When my sons were young we prohibited them from play that pretended to shoot people, including “bad guys.” It wasn’t that we feared they would become violent criminals. It was because we wanted them to be sensitive and compassionate about love. Pretend violence doesn’t train a heart in love. It trains a heart in revenge and judging and earthly power. Why would we want to think these values are cute and harmless in our children if we want them to develop tastes for the kingdom of God where power is not in weapons and martial arts but in truth and love and courageous holiness? 


After we reject evil, we’re then called to “expose” it. Take it out of its glitzy wrapping and let people see what it really is. Let people see the damage and pain it brings to real people—and believe me, there’s more pain out there from people’s pursuit of pleasure than we care to admit. Prime-time television is not real life!


The book of Ephesians gives us directions in our efforts to “pull back the curtain on evil.” We must expose the futility of darkness (4:17), the addictive nature of darkness (4:19), the deceitfulness of darkness (4:22), and the fruitlessness of darkness (5:11). We can use these arguments to help our spiritual brothers and sisters stay far away from these things—and also to help pull them and unbelievers we know out of the sewage. Even sometimes ourselves. 


But beyond our arguments will be the “light” of Christ. The closer we get to him the more we “wake up” and see the darkness for what it is. We’ll be “wise” (seeing life from his perspective and not getting sucked into the darkness), and we’ll make “the most of every opportunity” to expose evil’s darkness and show the better way of Jesus’ light. As a woman told me recently in describing her increasing freedom from the world’s power, “I just stay close to Jesus all day long and it’s not that hard.”   


So this chapter has a threefold purpose. (1) to expose the darkness around us for what it is in common pursuits of pleasure; (2) to help us live wisely and purely as light in these places. We must “find out what pleases the Lord” in all things. And finally, (3) to help us know when and how to take back the good things of God and restore them to their beauty. This is the ministry of redemption, of untwisting the evil and reclaiming goodness. It’s hard work and can be painfully slow at times, but for those God has called, it’s a ray of light (and thus an offer of Christ) to our world.   
Somewhere Between Legalism and Looseness 


Both Cathy and I were raised in churches where a deck of playing cards was seen as sinful. The two reasons I remember hearing most were that they were associated with gambling and that the face cards (king, queen and jack) were depicting historical people who were bad people. So we played a lot of Rook—until I went to college and learned pinochle! It didn’t involve gambling and the characters on those cards didn’t look bad to me, so I felt free to change what some said was sinful to them to something good (I used cards to connect to guys in my freshman dorm.) 


Now, it’s very possible that somewhere in the past it may not have been a good thing for particular Christians to play games with a standard deck of cards. Perhaps it would have fit into the “have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness” warning we saw above, especially if their Uncle Pete was gambling away his earnings while drinking with his womanizing buddies! But the cards themselves were never the real problem. And for Cathy and me today, they’re just cards with pictures and symbols on them—period. The only power they have is the power our hearts give them. 


Every generation has to grapple with how to be holy. And it’s natural for people to make personal rules for themselves and for their children to stay pure. This can often be a good thing. For example, prohibiting R-rated movies may be helpful, but if the rules become more important than the heart’s pursuit of holiness, children may continue the law but without the spirit behind the rule—or they may reject God because they rejected a human rule they associated with him.


If there’s one thing that comes out loud and clear in Jesus’ teaching, especially in the Sermon on the Mount, it’s that God looks at the heart, not human rules. He looks at why we do something, not so much what we do (though there are some actions that are dark no matter what the motive behind them may be, like sex before marriage even if two people love each other, and like getting drunk even if we’re celebrating our wedding anniversary together!)


Let’s consider a man named Chuck. Chuck has made a rule about not drinking alcohol because he has a desire to not be tempted towards abuse. Proverbs 20:1 is his text: “Wine is a mocker and beer a brawler.” Chuck’s rule pleases God. But legalism comes when Chuck thinks all people shouldn’t drink alcohol, or when his kids adapt his rules without a desire to please God, or when he judges Charlie for having an occasional beer (who uses Psalm 104:15 as his text—God made “wine that gladdens the heart of man.”) 

In these kind of situations the apostle Paul advises that everyone’s actions must be done “to the Lord” (Romans 14:6), and that is sufficient. As you can imagine, this principle will inevitably bring a lot of variety among Christians! Nevertheless, in “disputable matters” (Romans 14:1) we should not judge a person if they’re doing something with a heart to please God. However, if someone uses their freedom in an area that is explicitly forbidden in Scripture (and thus their action is disputable), then we’ll need to go in love to that person and address the concern. 


Of course, this kind of freedom can bring some difficult challenges to us. What one person does “to the Lord” can make another person quite uncomfortable. Standards of female modesty are an example of this. So are the kinds of toys our children play with. Again, Paul’s criteria of accepting love (Romans 14:15-21) must guide us, and honest and humble dialog in community must lead the way. But we don’t need to get everyone to conform to our standards. 


But let’s be frank. Our problem isn’t usually that everyone is pursuing pleasure “to the Lord.” Too often we pursue pleasure “to ourselves”! Not only that, but our fellow Christian friends often look the other way because they don’t want to be accused of being judgmental (and they don’t want others telling them what to do either!) So like Israel, many people do what was “right in their own eyes” (Judges 21:25, NKJV). The danger is no longer legalism but looseness. Accountability is lost to the god of tolerance. Instead of judgmentalism the problem is individualism. And both obscure the glory of God. 


It’s my desire to find a middle way here and answer the question, “What do recreation and earthly pleasures look like to the follower of Jesus whose heart beats for the glory of God?” 

