
Sermon 25: Ephesians 5:8-14: Children of Light
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INTRODUCTION

We are in the middle of a section that is all about motivation.  Why should you live the 
Christian life?  Paul is in the middle of exploring several reasons for why we should be holy. 
Here they are, V1-2, walk in love because God has loved you; v3-7, walk in purity sexually 
and verbally because there is a judgement; v8-14, walk in light because of your identity as 
children of the light; v15-17, walk in wisdom because of the times we are living in; and 
finally walk in the Spirit.  Paul has just spoken about striving after personal purity in the area
of lust and greed because of the certainty of the judgement.  Today we look at Paul’s next 
motivation as he calls upon the Ephesians to see themselves as children of light and to have
a walk that demonstrates that reality, Ephesians 5:8-14.  This is the motivation of identity, 
to be what you are.  We have said it many times but it is worth pointing out again that Paul 
calls upon us to do what God requires of us, because of what God has done for and to us.  
Paul roots the imperative of the Christian life in the indicatives of God’s accomplishments.  

As we move through this section we will look at it under three headings.  V8 gives us the 
motivation to walk as children of light, the why.  V9-11, gives instruction on the how of 
walking the light.  And, v12-14 speaks of our impact if we do walk in the light, the results.  

Motivations for walking in the light

V8, ‘for at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children 
of light.’  Our section begins with the word ‘for’, this indicates that it logically flows from 
what came before it.  What did Paul say before?  In v7 Paul has just made the statement 
that we are not to partner with the sons of disobedience.  He has given a motivation 
already, because of the certainty of judgement on those who do those things, but Paul is a 
good motivator who motivates with honey and vinegar.  This verse highlights 2 further and 
positive reasons why the Christian should not partner with the unbeliever in their sins and 
walk in God’s ways.  Firstly, because God has done a work in bringing us out of darkness 
into light, God’s gracious work of deliverance instilling gratitude is in view.  Secondly, 
because of our new identity as children of light, in other words, be what you are.  I want to 
focus in on Paul’s idea of walking in the light because of our identity as children of light.

Firstly, let us appreciate the contrast between darkness and light which are word pictures of 
what we were and what we are.  Darkness is used by Paul to speak of ignorance of spiritual 
truth, 4:18; it indicates error and moral evil.  Light on the other hand speaks of truth and 
righteousness.  Once were lived in error, futility, deception and moral depravity, but now 
God has rescued us and we are in the light.  We have truth not lies, we are pure not 
impure, we are honest and have integrity instead of deceit.  

Secondly, notice that Paul does not merely say that we were in the darkness and now we 
are in the light, but that we were darkness and now are light in the Lord.  The Bible does 
talk about being in darkness and light, but Paul description of what we were and are is more
foundational and has stronger implications for our activity.  We were not only in darkness 



but darkness was in us.  Sin was not only a geographical and environmental problem but a 
problem of heart and nature.  We were the sources of sin, the perpetrators as well as the 
victims.  In the same way we are now light not merely in the light.  We have been born 
again, the Holy Spirit has done an internal work, we have not merely put on religion and a 
moral renovation program we have been changed at the foundational level so that we are 
described as being light not merely in the light.  In light of the fact that Paul is trying to 
drive home our identity this is an important distinction.    

Thirdly, notice how this change occurred, ‘in the Lord,’ is the key phrase.  This is Paul’s 
typical way of speaking of our union with Christ.  How can someone dead in sin suddenly 
become a child of light?  We do not do it by becoming religious and hanging out in certain 
places on a Sunday and doing certain Christian things.  No, the Holy Spirit comes into our 
lives, and unites us to the resurrected Christ.  The life that Christ now lives has an impact on
us as the Spirit of Christ who dwells in us takes that which is Christ’s and makes it ours.  We
were once apart from Christ and away from the influence of His life.  Now we have united to
Him and are fundamentally changed by Him.  Being in the Lord is not merely the language 
of corporate identity, as if it merely meant that we are metaphorically part of His body, but 
we are actually Spiritually united to Him and that changes our relationship to sin and how 
we are able to live our lives.

Fourthly, we have the present imperative, the command, ‘Walk as children of light.’  A walk 
we have described already is a habitual and constant pattern of life.  But we are 
commanded to walk like children of the light.  When people watch me walk who have met 
my father they recognize that there are certain postures and patterns which we share.  This 
is what Paul is calling for when he commands us to walk as children of light.  Remember 
that this language is a Hebraism indicating those who are characterized by light.  But it is 
also a call for us to imitate God who is our Father.  The Bible tells us that God is light, 1 
John 1:5, and there is to be a family resemblance between us and God.  What do we mean 
when we say God is light?  We mean that God is pure with no sin, we mean that He is truth 
with no lies.  Paul will tell us in the very next verse how we can imitate God by walking in 
the light.  

Fifthly, Paul calls us to walk in such a way because we are children of light.  What defines 
you, what used to define you as an unbeliever?  Some people primarily define themselves 
by their nationality, they are quintessentially Kiwi.  When they think of themselves they 
define a Kiwi and be that.  Others view race as their basic identity, in an age where racial 
minorities are asserting their distinctives many are deciding what the unique aspects of their
race are and defining themselves by that.  Teenagers are defining themselves by sub-
cultural categories which revolve around an activity, a gamer; a group, gangs; a style of 
music, Hip-Hop; it is very trendy today to identify with an oppressed minority and find 
significance in political activism for the cause.  Some have defined themselves by a desire 
like sex same attraction.  Paul is telling us that the most basic thing about anyone who is a 
new creation is that they are united to Christ, they are children of God and have a new 
identity rooted in God’s work which should issue in a life and walk that agrees with it.  You 
are a new creature in Christ before you are a sinner, a man or woman, a Kiwi, a jogger, a 
musician, an addict, etc.  Paul is calling for us to recognize this and live it out, walk as 
children of light, because this is what you are.  

Why does Paul have to spell this out?  We very easily get pulled into a false narrative that 
defines us by something other than the gospel.  Not only do we quickly default to old ways 
of thinking about ourselves, we are vulnerable to well-presented narratives that cast us in 
the hero role in a completely different story to the Bible.  The Media, what we entertain 



ourselves with, our cultures prevalent worldviews all normalize ways of seeing ourselves that
deny the realities of the gospel.  Even Christians fall into this trap, here is an obvious one, 
there is no such thing as a gay Christian.  Today we are being told that deviant sexual 
desires are law, that they are truth, that they are definitional, and even being a Christian 
has to give way to them as being foundational.  This goes contrary to what the Bible says 
about sin being wrong, a result of the fall not a God given desire, a distortion of the truth 
not the truth itself and a sin that we need to mortify and does not define us.  There is such 
a thing as a Christian who is putting to death same sex desires, but a gay Christian is a 
denial of what Paul says God has done to us. 

Instructions for walking in the light

V9, ‘(for the fruit of light is found in all that is good and right and true).’  The next thing that
Paul does is outline what walking the light looks like and gives us four instructions.  Firstly, 
here in v9 he outlines what is manifested in walking in the light; secondly, in v10 he talks 
about the need for discerning the Lord’s will.  Thirdly, v11 avoid partnering in works of 
darkness, and fourthly, as well as exposing them.  

Paul seems to have a horticultural picture in mind, picture two plants, one is in the light and 
the other is in the dark, one is fruitful and the other bears poisoned fruit or is barren.  Those
who are in the light are alive and bear fruit, fruit is a sign of life and health.  We are alive in 
the Lord.  Paul uses the idea of fruit in Gal. 5 when he talks about the fruit of the Spirit and 
this idea no doubt feeds into how we produce the fruit of light.  Those who are alive rightly 
bear three types of fruit, these fruits are the characteristics that we as children of God 
imitate in our Father.  They are goodness, righteousness and truth.  

Goodness, William Barclay tells us that this word is only found in the Bible and not Greek 
outside the Bible.  It occurs only 4 times in the NT, Gal. 5:22-23, ‘But the fruit of the Spirit is
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control; 
against such things there is no law.’  2 Thess. 1:11, ‘To this end we always pray for you, 
that our God may make you worthy of his calling and may fulfill every resolve for good and 
every work of faith by his power.’  Rom. 15:14, ‘I myself am satisfied about you, my 
brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge and able to 
instruct one another.’  And here in Ephesians 5:11.  What is this goodness?  It means virtue,
excellence and beneficence.  A helpful way to understand it is by comparing it with 
righteousness.  Righteousness is holiness, purity, lawfulness.  In one sense a person can be 
righteous without being good.  What I mean is they can be without obvious sin but not be 
full of tenderness and kindness and a generous and servant-hearted service towards others.
This is what goodness means, it means generous, kindness, or an older equivalent, 
beneficence.  One author uses the story of Joseph planning to divorce his fiancé Mary when 
he discovered she was pregnant as an illustration.  The fact he wanted to divorce her was 
because he was righteous, the fact he wanted to do it quietly is because he was full of 
goodness.  A scrupulous or legalistic spirit lacks this goodness, but we are to filled with this 
goodness.  Charles Hodge talks about how goodness is a thing which adapts a thing to its 
ends.  In other words, good soil yields good plants, a good tree yields good fruit; and a 
good Christian yields goodness.  God is good and does good and so should we.   

Righteousness is that which conforms to God’s character and law.  Formerly we were 
unrighteous but now our lives are characterized by an obedience to God’s law.  And there is 
also truth.  This truth will be manifest in the fact that we don’t lie, that we are honest in our 
speech and business dealings, that we have integrity and are not full of secrets.  Light 
shines into the dark places and exposes them.  I think the matter of speaking truth is going 



to become a point of conflict in the near future.  A hot topic at the moment is the one of 
preferred pronouns.  Gender equality is now a buzzword and alludes to any from of different
treatment on the basis of sexual preferences.  This is going to have serious consequences in
the area of Christian organizations hiring and firing, but it will also have relevance to the 
issues of gender pronouns.  Various countries have been passing laws making it a crime to 
not use someone’s preferred pronouns, it is being designated hate speech and form of 
violence because violence is being defined by our therapeutic culture.  Christians will be 
faced with the question can we use others proffered pronouns?  I believe that as Christians 
we will not be able to go along with this.  There are various reason being put forward for 
why we should not be using these wrong pronouns.  Firstly, there is the civil liberties 
argument which makes a political argument about freedom of speech and not forcing others
to endorse in speech what they disagree with.  Secondly, there is the scientific argument 
which says that a transgender woman, a man who identifies as a woman, is not a biological 
woman.  That no amount of surgery can change the chromosomes.  These are both true 
reasons for not giving in on gender pronouns.  But there is a third reason and it is this one 
here, we are children of the light and we deal in God’s truth.  God made us as male and 
female, our identities are given not created, we are creatures and not creators.  We imitate 
God in His truth telling and we cannot condone a lie.  In the past there have been some 
Christians who have been involved in ministry to homosexuals who have out of sensitivity 
used proffered pronouns, but they have since changed their tune.  Because this issue has 
become political, and because the issue is now public an unambiguous statement must be 
made. 

Secondly, we are told to try and discern what is pleasing to the Lord, v10.  This verse 
reminds us that we seek to please the Lord and not ourselves.  We do not tell God what 
pleases Him He must tell us.  This is the reason why Reformed Christians have insisted on 
Sola Scriptura, that the Bible alone must be our authority.  We do not listen to men telling 
us how to live our lives, we do not give credence to those who claim to have heard the voice
of the Spirit, God has spoken and since it is our goal to please Him we hold to the principle 
of Sola Scriptura.  This is also the reason why we subscribe to the regulative principle, that 
we only use in our worship as God’s church those things that He authorizes.  We can clearly 
see that this desire to want to please the Lord is not legalism but what it means to be a 
good and grateful child of God.  This verse also helps us to see the difference between true 
righteousness and self-righteousness.  Those who are self-righteous are confident in their 
own laws and rules and happily bind others with manmade rules, but true righteousness 
consists in knowing what God requires and doing that.  Legalism is the mindless keeping of 
rules for rules sake, but we see that Paul calls upon the Christian to make a careful 
investigation to find out what God’s will is and do that.  Applying this means a two horned 
battle plan, on the one hand we have to suppress our natural inclinations to assert our own 
will, but we also need to deliberately find out and submit to God’s will.  A healthy sense of 
God’s majesty will help us to not dare put our words in His mouth, but also attend to those 
things that He has spoken.    

Thirdly, v11, ‘take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness.’   Take no part is a rare word 
that only occurs 3 times in the NT, sugkoinoneo.  You can hear the familiar word, koinonia, 
which means communion/fellowship/participation.  God calls for His people to be separate.  
This separation does not mean going out of the world, but not yolking ourselves, not having
partnership with, not partaking in that intimate sense in their actions with them.  Christians 
are not primarily defined by what they do not do, but they are also defined by what they do 
not do.  



What is interesting here is Paul’s description of a life of sin, unfruitful works of darkness.  
The word darkness reveals their nature, that Paul is referring to those deeds that are of sin, 
that flow from a life without God, that are godless and contrary to His law.  The word 
unfruitful alludes to the nature of sin in that it promises life and bounty but it is barren and 
does not deliver.  Also he describes them as ‘works.’  That word is also used to describe 
something that requires labour and is arduous.  Sin is a hard taskmaster, Christ gives us 
rest, sin works us to death.  

Fourthly, we are to expose the works of darkness, ‘but instead expose them.’  Once again 
we have a very interesting word in the Greek word for expose.  In John 16:8 it talks about 
the Holy Spirit convincing the world of sin, righteousness and judgement; that word convict 
is the same word here.  It means to prove by argument.  Being the light sets us in 
opposition against the darkness.  Whether we are being the light passively in living the holy 
and loving lives we are called to live, or if we are being the light actively by speaking the 
truth in love in declaring the gospel, the light will expose what is in the dark.  ‘R. L. Dabney 
told a story of a very worldly-minded attorney in the 19th century that had nothing for 
Christianity. After years of ungodly living and scorning of Christians, as he grew old he went 
to live with his sister who happened to be a Christian. Her son was a pastor, and he had 
opportunity to engage the old man in conversation about Christ and even recommend some 
books to him. Sometime later, ill in health, the old attorney asked to confess his faith in 
Christ publicly. The nephew was eager to get the full story and wondered if his conversation
had been the instrument of turning the callused man’s heart to Christ. But as the story 
unfolded he discovered that it was not the pastor’s words or even the books that he 
recommended that the man read, but it was the godly life of the pastor’s sister, still living at
home and around the old man. He saw her godliness and radiance as a Christian in every 
situation, and it caused him to seek the Lord to know that same relationship to Jesus Christ. 
Dabney adds, “The light of a holy example is the gospel’s main argument”
[Discussions of Robert Lewis Dabney, vol. I, 114].
  
We are those in the light who have the truth who understand the nature and results of sin 
and are in the best position to shed light on the true nature of sin.  We are to speak of sins 
destructiveness, its emptiness and the judgement it earns.  Our culture may glorify certain 
sins; we are the ones who cry, ‘The Emperor Has No Clothes!’  Our society may sell sin 
claiming that it gives joy, identity, security, purpose and satisfaction, we raise our voices in 
opposition and talk about how these things can only be found in God.  What they call 
freedom we expose as slavery, what they call woman’s rights over a woman’s body we call 
murder, what they call end of life choice, we call self-murder.

V12, ‘For it is shameful even to speak of the things that they do in secret.’  Paul gives us an 
apparent contradiction, expose those things that are shameful to talk about which are done 
in secret.  I think we need to make a distinction been sensationalizing and exposing.  An 
expose is not an endorsement but a public execution.  I once thought that Paul had given 
each Christian the job of poking their noses into other people’s business and being the 
whistleblower on everyone’s secrets.  This is not what Paul means here.  

Impact of walking in the light

The picture of light is very suggestive and helpful when illustrating biblical truths.  Why do 
things glow in the dark?  Well in nature we find a substance called phosphors, what happens
is that they are energized by being exposed to light, and then they are able to give of light 
in the dark.  When we are converted we are plugged into Christ and are energized to give 
off light.  The strength of this light will depend on how much time we spend in Christ 



reading His word and prayer and being with His people.  The more time we spend with 
Christ the more light we will shine.  But Paul outlines that the more light we shine the more 
impact we will have.  V13-14, ‘But when anything is exposed by the light, it becomes visible,
14 for anything that becomes visible is light. Therefore it says, “Awake, O sleeper, and arise 
from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.”  Every commentator speaks about how these 
verses are notoriously difficult to translate and interpret.  There are two possibilities.  Paul is
either addressing the unbeliever or the believer.  I take it to be about the unbeliever.  This 
is Paul encouraging the Christian to shine their lights that those in darkness and their works 
would be exposed by our lives and words, and in this way it will be made visible.  This is 
then followed up with a call, it is thought to be from an early Christian hymn, calling the 
sinner to awake from the sleep of dead into the light of Christ.  This encourages us to 
remember that our lives and words can be used by God to bring others into the light.  Matt. 
5:14-16, ‘You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 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. 16 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.’    
                                  


