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The Gospel in Letters 

Ephesians 5:8-14 
 
Sermon Point: Paul succinctly summarizes the Gospel: “For once you were darkness, but 
now in the Lord you are light” (Eph 5:8). With Jesus, we light up the room—and the rest of 
the passage shows how. 
 
I walked into a room last week and flipped the light switch to see what was going on . There 
was a flash and a hiss and the room went black. The bulb burned out. 
 Paul is going to use the metaphor of light and dark in his letter to the Ephesians, and 
I thought it helpful to get that image in our heads. What does light do? It helps us see what 
is going on. With the light on, we are dealing with reality, truth. The desk is there. The 
bookcase is over there. Darkness, on the other hand, allows our imagination and, frankly, 
self-deception, to rule. In the dark, we grope around. I think the desk is there; ooff! No, it’s 
right here! 
 Today we are working on hearing the Gospel through one of Paul’s letters, this time 
to the Ephesians. The Gospel is “we are saved by God alone through faith.” We’ve been 
practicing (1) identifying what God is doing by circling it; (2) putting rectangles around 
responses of faith; and finally (3) underlining the problem God saves us from. 
 It’s been fairly easy for stories where God provides water in the desert or when 
Jesus (who is fully God and fully human) heals or does something. It gets a bit harder with 
letters, and most of the New Testament is made of letters. So, we need to practice! 
 Let’s turn to Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, which is after Galatians and before 
Philippians. As you are finding this letter, we need to remember it is a letter—we are 
reading someone else’s mail. It is mail that the church has found useful over the years for 
forming faith in God. Faith is trust in God’s promises that leads to action. 
 We are at chapter 5, verse 8: “For once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you 
are light.” There’s no specific verbs where God (or Lord) is the subject. So how do we 
discover what God is doing? 
 When we see the word “God” or “Lord,” we need to rewrite that section of the 
sentence to make God the subject. So, if Paul writes “now in the Lord you are light,” how 
can we re-state that to make it clearer what God is doing? 
 Let me suggest: “the Lord makes you light now.” Do you think that works? The idea 
that Paul is trying to communicate is that the Ephesian Christians were darkness before 
God took them and made them light. 
 Notice that Paul doesn’t say, “once you were in darkness, but now in the Lord you 
are in light,” as if you put a new light bulb in. No, he essentially says, “you are the light bulb” 
or “God has made you into a light bulb!” “Your life shines like a bulb showing reality, the 
truth!” Jesus says something similar in the Sermon on the Mount: “you are the light of the 
world!” Pretty heady stuff! We’ll explore more in a minute what that might mean. 
 First, we need to be sure we hear the Gospel. If you haven’t already, circle “in the 
Lord you are light.” This is the promise, the good news of this passage that we can’t 
overlook. See that Paul doesn’t write, “because you are such bright people, you are light”! 
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“Because you earned it by going to church each week, you are light.” “Because you drive the 
speed limit and obey all laws, you are light.” No. If anything, he emphasizes the opposite, 
“For once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light.” The point is that God takes 
dead bulbs and makes them light up! 
 What does God save us from? Being darkness. Underline “once you were darkness.” 
This is the problem God solves through Christ. 
 Let’s keep on reading verse 8: “Live as children of light.” Now that Paul’s clearly 
identified what God does, he goes on to lay out the response. Put a rectangle around this. 
 He adds “children of” to this phrase. It is interesting that he doesn’t repeat, “Live as 
light.” That would have been logical, wouldn’t it? He just called his audience “light,” now 
“live as light” would have made sense.” 
 The risk is that we forget who made us light. By saying, “children of light,” Paul 
refuses to let the light bulb think it is independent of the power source. This bulb isn’t 
going to do anything without being plugged in!  
 He mixes his metaphors by bringing an agricultural image—fruit—into the picture 
in verse 9: “for the fruit of the light is found in all that is good and right and true.” We 
wondered earlier what he meant by “you are light”; now we find out that light produces 
what is good and right and true. 
 The major points are: (1) God makes us light in Christ and (2) we respond by 
producing what is good, right, and true, and (3) God saved us from being darkness. 
 We have limited time left. I’m going to trust you to read the whole passage some 
other time and think about how Paul is trying to guide our response. But I want to engage 
what Paul considers darkness here and our contemporary situation. 
 Look back up to verse 3 through 4. Fornication is the King James word for sex 
outside of marriage; greed; obscene, silly and vulgar talk. If you go down to verse 18, you’ll 
see he adds drunkenness. These are what Paul identifies as a part of being darkness and 
argues with the Ephesians that being light will have nothing to do with them. 
 It is very easy to take this as Law. God’s Law says, “do this! Don’t do that!” 
Remember that God gives us the Law as a good thing to give order to our lives and convince 
us of our sin. Almost all of these things—sex outside of marriage, greed, and obscene talk—
undermine trust in one another and make for an unhealthy society. This is what God’s Law 
does: give order so life can flourish here and now. 
 It also shows us our sin. Sex, money, alcohol all can become idols. We are always at 
risk of worshipping our own pleasure and desires more than God. God’s Law convicts that 
when it happens. If you feel a sting in your conscience when you hear these verses, then 
know that is the Holy Spirit working through them as God’s Law to drive you to ask 
forgiveness through Jesus. God will forgive you! In Jesus, God makes you light! 
 I don’t think Paul wrote this primarily to expose the Ephesian’s sin as much as guide 
their responses to the new reality: in God, they are light. As we live now, as both saint and 
sinner, as light but still also darkness remaining, we need guidance how to live into the new 
reality.  
 There are voices in our culture that tell us this is repressive and unhealthy, that we 
shouldn’t repress our sexual desires or pleasures. We need to be clear—pleasures of any 
kind are not inherently sinful! Christians are not against pleasure! 
 But we are against idolatry—anything that we put in the place in our lives that only 
God can dwell. This is the reality we shine on: God is the one who sits on the throne of life. 


