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Learning How to Walk:

Watch Your Step, Part 1
A Study of Ephesians 5:7-14
Characteristic of Completeness:  Relationship with the World
Big Idea:  Jesus is the light; our behavior is the lens.
Related Scriptures:  John 8:12; 12:35-36; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-8;

Matthew 5:15-16; 1 Corinthians 5:9-13; Proverbs 9:7; Matthew 18:15;

2 Timothy 4:2; Galatians 6:1
Introduction:
A.
This morning I’d like to talk about our relationship with the world as believers in Jesus Christ.  In fact, that’s our  Characteristic of Completeness in Christ:  our relationship with the world.

In  Matthew 5, Jesus tells His followers,

NKJ Matthew 5:14 “You are the light of the world. . . . 16 Let your light so shine before men . . .”
How is it that followers of Jesus are the light of the world?  How is it that we are to let our light shine?  What is it that we’re supposed to do?  What is our role in this world?

I want to show you a video that depicts one man’s interpretation of what it means to let your light shine in the darkness.  Take a look.
(Play  video, “The Violent Gospel,” here.)

B.
If you’re like me, this  video bothers you.  This rebuke-them-heathens approach is not what we’re about at Moon Valley Bible Church.  Certainly, we want to reach another generation with the good news of Jesus Christ, but not with this approach.
But how would you evaluate this approach biblically?  It is easy for me to quickly write off this guy’s approach as something I’d never do because I seriously doubt that it did anything but embarrass and discredit Christianity.  But quite apart from the ineffectiveness and embarrassment, how would we evaluate this according to biblical principles?
My guess is that many of us would say, “Well, the Bible says we ought to love people and that approach is not loving.”  And maybe we’d cite Scriptures about love in support of our position.  But I suspect defenders of the rebuke-them-heathens approach have some biblical passages they would cite in support of their position.  If we take the Bible as our highest authority under God, then we cannot pick through it like a smorgasbord, we must harmonize the whole of it.

In our study through the book of Ephesians, we come today to a passage that might be used to defend the rebuke-them-heathens approach.  Our text is  Ephesians 5:7-14.  It has something to say about our relationship with the world.
I.
Let’s first take a very brief interpretive pass through the text as an overview.  Then we’ll go back and dig deeper to address some specific concerns.
A.
 As believers, we are not to join in with those disobedient to God.  I get this from  Verse 7, where the Apostle Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:7 Therefore do not be partakers with them.
The  “them” refers back to the “sons of disobedience” in Verse 6.  To be a  “partaker” is to be a “partner” or a “sharer.”
  So we are not to be partners in disobedience.  We are not to join in with those disobedient to God.

B.
 We are not to join the disobedient because it contradicts who we are.  I get this from  Verse 8, where it says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:8 For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. . . .
 Light is a symbol of the character and revealed truth of God.
   Darkness is a symbol of the absence of God and sin.
  In  John 8:12, Jesus says,
NKJ John 8:12 . . . “I am the light of the world. . . .”
Later, He says that those who believe in Him for eternal life become “sons of light.”  In  John 12:36, Jesus says,
NKJ John 12:36 “While you have the light, believe in the light, that you may become sons of light.” . . .
So, believers in Jesus Christ are lights in a dark, ungodly world, reflecting the character and revealed truth of God.  We are not to join the disobedient because it contradicts who we are.
C.
 Instead, we are to discover and do what pleases the Lord.  I get this from the last part of  Verse 8, and from the completion of the sentence in Verse 10.  Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:8 . . . Walk as children of light . . . 10 finding out what is acceptable to the Lord.
To  “walk” is a metaphorical reference to behavior or lifestyle.  As children of light, we are to live in a way that is consistent with and pleasing to our source of light:  the Lord Himself.
D.
 What pleases the Lord is goodness, righteousness, and truth.  I get this from  Verse 9 that says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:9 (for the fruit of the Spirit is in all goodness, righteousness, and truth),
Ancient manuscripts differ on a part of this verse, and so English translations differ as well.  Some have “the fruit of the  Spirit.”  Others have “the fruit of  light.”  The meaning is not significantly different either way.  The fruit or result of the light of God or the Spirit of God is goodness, righteousness, and truth.
E.
Paul goes on to say  that, as believers, we should not condone evil deeds in our midst; rather, we should deal with them.  I get this from  Verse 11, that says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:11 And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose them.
Paul issues a command here  to expose the works of darkness.  Is that what the guy in the video was doing?  We’ll come back to this in a moment.

F.
Paul says  that shameful, secret deeds are exposed by the light of truth.  I get this from  Verses 12 and 13, where it says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:12 For it is shameful even to speak of those things which are done by them in secret. 13 But all things that are exposed are made manifest by the light, for whatever makes manifest is light.
G.
Finally, Paul says  that, as believers, we should wake up from spiritual darkness and live in the light.  I get this from  Verse 14, where it says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:14 Therefore He says: “Awake, you who sleep, Arise from the dead, And Christ will give you light.”

The source of the quotation Paul is citing is unknown.  It bears some resemblance to some Old Testament passages, but it’s far from a match.  Therefore, many scholars believe that Paul is quoting a very early Christian hymn used in the first-century church.  The translation,  “He says,” could just as legitimately be translated,  “it says”—the “it” being an old hymn.
The source of the quote doesn’t really matter.  The point is clear.  Believers living in darkness ought to wake up and walk in the light.
II.
With  that overview in mind, I want to go back and focus more closely on four commands issued by Paul in the text.  There are actually  two pairs of contrasting commands that fit the take-off-and-put-on theme Paul started back in Chapter 4.  The first command comes in  Verse 7, where Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 5:7 . . . do not be partakers with them.

The second contrasting command comes in  Verse 8, where Paul says,

NKJ Ephesians 5:8 Walk as children of light.
The third command comes in the first part of  Verse 11:

NKJ Ephesians 5:11 . . . have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, . . .
The fourth contrasting command comes later in  Verse 11:

NKJ Ephesians 5:11 . . . but rather expose them.

It’s this  last command—to expose the works of darkness—that presents a bit of a challenge.  It raises the question:  Whose works of darkness are supposed to be exposed?  Is Paul talking about believers in the church or unbelievers outside?  Furthermore, exactly how are we to expose such works of darkness?

A.
Some people, including some very fine scholars, believe that the works of darkness are sins committed by unbelievers and that Paul is saying such sins are to be exposed by the shining conduct of believers.
  In this view, the exposure of the sin of unbelievers would be a byproduct of the holy conduct of believers who walk in the light.  The idea is that our conduct as believers should be so good that, without saying a word, it makes unbelievers feel bad about their sin.  Among those who hold this view, I suspect that their critique of the rebuke-them-heathens approach depicted in the video would be that the guy should have let his walk do the talking, not his mouth.

I like that idea, and I think Paul is indeed encouraging us to live righteously as a witness to the world.  But I’m not sure that’s all Paul had in mind in our text.
B.
You see, the Greek word for  “expose” is el-ENG-ko.  The word strongly suggests that something is said to confront and expose the works of darkness.  One Greek lexicon says el-ENG-ko involves,  “showing someone that he has done something wrong and summoning him to repent.”
  Another lexicon cites the word as used in Ephesians 5:11 and says,  “the darkness-light theme suggests exposure, with implication of censure.”
  Censure is the “strong or vehement expression of disapproval.”
  Based on the definition of the word for “expose,” it’s hard to escape the idea that it includes some verbal confrontation.
C.
A look at how the word is used elsewhere in the Bible confirms that some verbal confrontation is involved.  For example, Jesus says in  Matthew 18:15,

NKJ Matthew 18:15 “Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. . . .”
The phrase,  “tell him his fault” is a translation of our Greek word, el-ENG-ko.  Clearly, verbal confrontation is involved.  Elsewhere in the Bible the word is translated “convict,”
 or “convince”
 or “rebuke.”
  All these infer verbal confrontation.

D.
So  what does this mean?  Well, it means that I’m thinking of changing the name of our church to RTH Ministries.  RTH stands for “rebuke them heathens.”  Just kidding.
How are we to deal with this?
1.
Earlier I said that we must harmonize this with what other parts of Scripture say.  Other parts of Scripture tell us plainly that believers are not to rebuke unbelievers.  Our rebuke is to be limited to fellow believers in the church who need it.
a.
For example, Paul himself says in  1 Corinthians 5:9-13,

NLT 1 Corinthians 5:9 When I wrote to you before, I told you not to associate with people who indulge in sexual sin.  10 But I wasn't talking about unbelievers who indulge in sexual sin, or are greedy, or cheat people, or worship idols. You would have to leave this world to avoid people like that.  11 I meant that you are not to associate with anyone who claims to be a believer yet indulges in sexual sin, or is greedy, or worships idols, or is abusive, or is a drunkard, or cheats people. Don't even eat with such people.  12 It isn't my responsibility to judge outsiders, but it certainly is your responsibility to judge those inside the church who are sinning. 13 God will judge those on the outside . . .
b.
So, our judgment is to be confined to other believers in the church.  We are not to judge unbelievers outside the church.  In the words of  one scholar, “. . . in the New Testament there is no reprimand of those in the world.  Rather, Paul exposes, rebukes, disciplines those in the church.”

The role of the church is not to scold unbelievers, telling them that they better shape up.  They don’t have the spiritual resources to pull it off.  They don’t have the Holy Spirit on board to empower them to do so.

c.
This idea of refraining from rebuking unbelievers is not limited to the New Testament.  Proverbs  9:7 says,

NKJ Proverbs 9:7 “He who corrects a scoffer gets shame for himself, And he who rebukes a wicked man only harms himself.”

d.
Earlier I quoted Jesus from  Matthew 18:15.  Notice that Jesus limits the verbal confrontation to another brother in Christ, saying,
NKJ Matthew 18:15 “Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. . . .”
e.
And, by the way, did you know that part of my job description as a pastor is to expose believers?  It’s not my idea.  In  2 Timothy 4:2, Paul writes to his young pastoral protégé, Timothy, saying,

NKJ 2 Timothy 4:2 Preach the word! Be ready in season and out of season. Convince, rebuke, exhort, with all longsuffering and teaching.

The word,  “convince” is a translation of our Greek word, el-ENG-ko.  Other English translations render it, “reprove,” or “correct,” or “convict.”

2.
In light of all this, we need to  go back to Ephesians 5:11 and ask the question, is it reasonable to conclude that Paul is talking about exposing works of darkness among believers within the church and not unbelievers?  The answer is yes.
You see, all of Paul’s commands in our text are directed at believers.  It is sensible to assume the command to “have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness” was necessary because some of the Ephesian believers were indeed involved such works.
The point is, as believers, we should not condone evil deeds in the church; rather, we should deal with them.  Ironically, it’s probably the guy on the video who needs to be rebuked for his unloving, unbiblical approach, not the unbelievers going to the concert.
3.
A word picture helps me put it all together.  The church is  like a lighthouse.  Jesus is the light; our behavior as believers is the lens.  In fact, that’s  the big idea of this message:  Jesus is the light; our behavior is the lens.  When, as believers, we walk as children of light, when we walk in goodness, and righteousness, and truth, the light of Jesus shines through us to the unbelieving world.  The clarity of our lens reflects the character and revealed truth of God.  Listen to  Matthew 5:16, where Jesus links good works with shining brightly.  He says,

NKJ Matthew 5:16 “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven [emphasis mine].”
Our light is the light of Jesus within us.  It shines through the lens of our good works.
But when, as believers, we walk instead in the unfruitful works of darkness, our lens gets dirty and the light of Jesus is obscured.  The effectiveness of the lighthouse in reaching a dark world is compromised.  So, in effect, Paul is saying that in the lighthouse of the church, we need to keep the lens clean.  And a part of that process is helping each other keep the lens clean.
Our job is not to shout in disgust at the people in the darkness beyond the lighthouse.  Our job is to reach them by shining as brightly as possible, checking the lens to make sure we’re reflecting the character of Christ cleanly and clearly in the church.
I’m not saying that we believers should never open our mouths.  We do have a responsibility to tell the world about the good news of Jesus Christ.  But we are to do so with a compassionate heart, not a wagging finger.

III.
Some  of you may be thinking, “It’s a relief that you’re not advocating the rebuke-them-heathens approach.  But now you’ve opened up a whole ’nother can of worms.  Now we’ve got the bash-them-backsliders approach.  Now we’re going to have everybody running around the church pointing fingers.”
Well, not exactly.  You see, the Bible gives us some constraints to ensure that our confrontation is constructive.  And constructive confrontation is an important part of every healthy team or family.  What happens to a family when a wayward member is never corrected?  In the end, the entire family suffers.  If you’re on an Emergency Room team at a hospital and one of the team members keeps showing up for work drunk, a healthy team exposes and deals with the problem.  Some weeks ago I said that, as a church, we’re on a mission, not a cruise.  We’re more like a battleship than The Love Boat.  If a sailor on a battleship is irresponsible and fails to man his battle station, for the benefit of the entire crew and the mission, it’s good to deal with the problem.
Well, what do you do?  If you see a fellow believer in the church doing something you believe is dead wrong, let your confrontation be constrained by the following guidelines.
A.
First,  confrontation is to be motivated by our mission. . . .  Verse 8 says,

NKJ Ephesians 5:8 . . . Walk as children of light

This can be taken a number of different ways.  It could mean that we are to walk as children belonging to the light, which is a symbol for God.  It could also mean that we are to walk as children characterized by the light, which is to walk in a Christ-like manner.  Either way, our responsibility and our mission is to reflect the light—to allow the light to shine through us individually and collectively in the church.
And that should be our motivation to do the hard work of cleaning the lens.  Not because we want to boss people around.  Not because we want to put people down.  Not because we’re legalists.  Not because we’re self righteous.  Not because we want to keep the sinners out.  But because we want to shine as brightly as possible in the darkness.
B.
Second,  confrontation is to be without hypocrisy.  We better clean the smudge on our own lens before we point out the speck on somebody else’s.  Notice in  Verse 11 that the command to expose is preceded by the command clean up your own act.
NKJ Ephesians 5:11 And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose them.
We better be judging ourselves by the same standard we judge other believers.

C.
Third,  our concerns behind our confrontation better be based on Scripture.  That is to say our evaluation of what is wrong should be based on biblical principles, not on our personal preferences or opinions.  In  Verse 10, Paul says that a big part of walking as children of light involves . . .
NKJ Ephesians 5:10 finding out what is acceptable to the Lord.

How is it that we find out what is acceptable to the Lord?  Primarily from the Scriptures.  The Greek word for  “finding out” means to put to the test, or to examine, or to prove by testing.
  We should test our evaluations against the Scriptures to determine what is truly acceptable and unacceptable to the Lord.
If you find out that I’m cheating on my wife, it’s perfectly legitimate for you to confront me on it because the Bible is quite clear that adultery is wrong.
Whether or not I conform to your personal preferences and expectations is another matter entirely.
D.
Fourth,  our confrontation should be confined.  By that I mean that it should include the smallest possible number of people.  I’m afraid the English word “expose” in  Verse 11 carries the connotation of broadcasting widely.  In our culture, scandals are “exposed” when they are broadcast on the news for everybody to hear.  I don’t think that’s the idea in our text.  Remember, Jesus uses the same Greek word in  Matthew 18:15, when He says,
NKJ Matthew 18:15 “Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. . . .”

Our confrontation is to be confined to the offending person.  If he blows you off after repeated attempts, only then does Jesus tell us to widen the circle slightly to include one of two others who can help confront.  Confrontation is to be confined to the smallest number of people necessary for repentance and restoration.
I realize there are some exceptions.  If there is child abuse, or other criminal behavior, or someone’s life is threatened, the authorities may need to be called right away.  But confinement is the norm.
But I’m afraid confinement is not common.  It’s not unusual, for example, for someone to think someone else is doing something wrong and to complain to many others before going to the offending person to straighten it out.  And sometimes, they never go to the offending person.  This does not clean the lens; it takes one bug on the lens and smears it all over.
When someone comes to you with word about how someone else is falling short, don’t join in smearing it all over.  Turn the complainer back to the person with whom he’s got a problem.  You might say something like, “Have you done everything you can to work this out with the person you have a problem with?”  In most cases, the answer will be no, and the smearing should stop then and there.  Confinement is the norm.
E.
Fifth,  our confrontation must be in love.  That means we ought to respect the dignity of the other person and have his best interest in mind, seeking to build him up and not tear him down.  We can reach back to the immediately preceding context for support.  In  Ephesians 4:15, Paul says we ought to speak the truth in love.  In  Ephesians 4:29, he says we ought to speak only those words which edify and impart grace.

I think this is reflected in our text, but more subtly.  Notice in  Verse 11, that the emphasis is on exposing the deeds, not the person.  This suggests to me that, if and when confrontation is necessary, I never want to denigrate the offending person; rather, I want to point out that his dark behavior is inconsistent with who he really is in Christ.  I like the way the New Living Translation renders  Galatians 6:1.  It says,
NLT Galatians 6:1 Dear brothers and sisters, if another believer is overcome by some sin, you who are godly should gently and humbly help that person back onto the right path. . . .
I like that.  Especially when I’m on the receiving end.
A look back at  these five constraints shows that exposing the works of darkness is not a bash-them-backsliders approach at all.  If and when we must deal with a fellow member of the church family who is stumbling in the darkness, we do it motivated by our mission, without hypocrisy, based on Scripture, confined to the offender, and in love.  We’re a family.
Jesus is the light; our behavior is the lens.  When, as believers, we walk together as children of light, when we walk in goodness, and righteousness, and truth, the light of Jesus shines through us to the unbelieving world.  The clarity of our lens reflects the character and revealed truth of God.

If  we are concerned about the growing darkness of our culture and that people are being dashed on the rocks of evil, ours is to be a brighter lighthouse.  Ours is to clean the lens.
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