Ephesians 5:8-14 – 3/2/08

8 For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light 9 (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) 10 and find out what pleases the Lord. 11 Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. 12 It is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. 13 But everything exposed by the light becomes visible—and everything that is illuminated becomes a light. 14 This is why it is said: "Wake up, sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you."
I had a nice opportunity to give a workshop at our Classis meeting in Pella last week.  They asked me to present on using technology, especially a blog, in churches.  I’m by no means an expert, which is why they wanted me to do it, I think, so that participants could see that anyone could do it.  So I spent extra time with our blog this week and asking people to respond and thinking about their responses.  That’s where I want to begin today, because in the responses people gave I heard some genuine need for God’s Word of grace through our passage this morning.  You’ve got the first four comments that were added to the blog printed in the bulletin if you want to read them yourself.  I labeled them A1 through A4.  
The first one I want to look at is A4.  This person read our scripture passage and responded to my questions about how we, as verse 10 said, “find out what pleases the Lord,” by reflecting some doubt that they could actually do that.  They wrote, “At times it seems that even though I've tried to please God by doing that which I know is right, (or at least assume God would be pleased with), I didn't really feel His presence afterwards. Did I just do this on my own to maybe help make up for some of the deeds of my darkness?,” and later after doubting the motivations behind their actions they wrote, “it's no wonder I feel that maybe God is disappointed with me. Really deep down, I'm disappointed with myself.”  In these comments especially I heard something expressed that I’ve often felt myself and that I’m guessing all of us who are serious about our faith struggle with, spiritual self-esteem that’s in the gutters.  In response to the encouragement in verse 10 that we find out what pleases God, we ask ourselves if we even can please God or if we’re always just disappointments.

Another person who commented on the blog under the name ‘Willy’ kind of confirmed that when he wrote, “Honestly, the only thing I do to please the Lord is pray. At night I pray, and most of the time it's for forgiveness, so can this be considered pleasing to him? In today's world, maybe it is, but I still don't feel that I do all the things he wants me to.  I am so wrapped up in my job, family, and recreational activities that I'm often too tired to do the things he has intended for all of us to do.”  There’s that feeling like we’re a disappointment to God again, that we don’t please God because we’re so wrapped up in doing things to please ourselves.  
But not always…  Sometimes we try to do unselfish things and acts of service.  Unfortunately, as A4 noted, it isn’t always for pure reasons, “Maybe it's not a love I have for those who don't know Him, but that I'm really hoping the littlest effort that I sometimes put forth, is somehow pleasing to Him, and He will bless me for that. The question would be, ‘What is my motive for using my gifts and showing good character?’ If it's for God's kingdom, then doors may be opened, but if it's for my self acknowledgement of doing good works, than it's no wonder I feel that maybe God is disappointed with me. Really deep down, I'm disappointed with myself, for failing Him even again.  But He still loves even me. Amazing.”  It’s good that we can pull our heads out of our spiritual self-doubt and remember that God loves us in spite of our failures.  The problem is, there must be part of us that doesn’t totally believe that, or we wouldn’t be so mired in disappointment with ourselves and we’d be more able to focus our lives on the things that please God, right?

Let’s hear our scripture passage again.  

8 For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light 9 (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) 10 and find out what pleases the Lord. 11 Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. 12 It is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. 13 But everything exposed by the light becomes visible—and everything that is illuminated becomes a light. 14 This is why it is said: "Wake up, sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you."

“For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord.”  Do we really believe that?  That’s where we have to begin, right?  If we’re going to find out what pleases the Lord and do it, first we need to deal with those doubts we have about whether or not we really can please the Lord.  I kind of blame Calvin for this.  He’s not alone, but he is one of the main players.  John Calvin was the reformer in Switzerland born almost 500 years ago who is considered the father of Reformed theology.  He and other reformers like Martin Luther were reacting against where the Catholic church was in those days and in terms of salvation, they reacted against the idea that you could earn your way into heaven.  They were right.  If God welcomes us into his presence it is only because of his love and grace, not because we deserve it.  So to drive the point home, Calvin focused a lot on how much we don’t deserve it, which is biblical.  Romans says all have sinned and no one is righteous.  The prophet Isaiah said, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”
 Calvin, and later his followers, really emphasized Total Depravity, the doctrine that we are so broken in our natural state, that, as Calvin said, “...our nature is not only destitute of all good, but is so fertile in all evils that it cannot remain inactive.”
  
This was Calvin’s corrective to the idea that we could save ourselves by our good works and earn our salvation and he’s right.  Unfortunately, too many of us have taken to too far.  Total Depravity is a good corrective doctrine, but its not the be-all-end-all doctrine, or else why would the Bible mislead us by suggesting that we can indeed please God, like in our passage today?  Total Depravity reminds us that we can’t save ourselves, but we go too far with it when we think that even after we’ve been redeemed by Christ we are incapable of pleasing God.  Our passage said we were darkness, but now we’re light.  
Jesus always talked like we could please God.  Remember how proud he was of the poor widow who gave her last penny and the tax collector who fell on his knees in the temple and beat his chest and said, “Have mercy on me, a sinner.”  There’s a response from Jesus to Willy, who was wondering if his prayers for forgiveness pleased God.  They certainly do.  Jesus gave us the example of the Good Samaritan whose actions not only pleased God but became a model for us on how to please God.  Jesus said that when the master received the servants who were faithful with their talents he’ll say, “Well done good and faithful servants.”  And when the people in the parable of the sheep and the goats who helped the least of Jesus brothers and sisters, those who were starving or in prison or sick or alone, would here their Lord say, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father.”  Jesus wouldn’t have talked like this all the time if we didn’t have the capacity to do things that please him.  

So we need to get over ourselves.  We need to be healed of our spiritual self-doubt and believe that we can indeed please God, if we choose to.  That change of thinking isn’t something we can just decide on, usually.  Usually it is a healing process.  I think that is what the scripture is getting at when it says, “Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them… everything exposed by the light becomes visible—and everything that is illuminated becomes a light.”  It becomes illuminating, like how the full moon doesn’t give off any light of its own but still lights up the night by reflecting the light of the sun.  “This is why it is said: ‘Wake up, sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.’”  

One of the beautiful things about faith and the community of faith that is the church (when it is being what the church is supposed to be) is that it’s the place where we can expose our darkness to God and to others who we trust and they can help us become illuminated.  This is what I experienced when I started doing spiritual direction in seminary.  My spiritual director was like a therapist for my soul who helped me really pay attention to what God wanted to do in my life.  She helped me realize that God’s dream for me wasn’t that I’d always be racked by shame and guilt but that I’d embrace my forgiveness and live free.  That was, and still sometimes is, one of my problems.  I was so absorbed in my disappointment with myself that whenever I prayed I always had to spend time confessing and beating myself up before I could move on.  Not that there is anything wrong with confession, but if you get stuck there, you’re missing God’s plan for you.  In churches we have opportunities to be in those kinds of relationships that can heal us of our shame and sin when we expose our darkness to each other and depend on one another’s encouragement and prayers, whether it happens in friendship or with an accountability partner or in small groups or in other ways.  
If we can get beyond our spiritual self-doubt, then we can come to a place of more balance where we can live out God’s hopes for us.  One person who commented on the blog, A2, wrote, “When interviewing prospective employees one of the questions I ask is ‘Tell me about a time that you could have done more but chose not to.’ The question helps me to see how strong the individual's self-esteem is.”  Well how can that be?  How can expressing your faults demonstrate self-esteem?  Because it shows healthy balance.  So yeah, we can admit that we are sinners and that we have weaknesses and fail to live up to our potential for good, but in the same breath we can claim God’s vision for us that we are his children and full-fledged members of his kingdom.
Shane Claiborne, who was at Central College this last week and spoke to a group including our Classis meeting, wrote in his book, “The gospel is good news for sick people and disturbing for those who think they’ve got it all together.  Some of us have been told our whole lives that we are wretched, but the gospel reminds us that we are beautiful.  Others of us have been told our whole lives that we are beautiful, but the gospel reminds us that we are also wretched.  The church is a place where we can stand up and say we are wretched, and everyone will nod and agree and remind us that we are also beautiful.”

That’s something many of us need to hear today.  We are all wretched sinners, and we are children of God with the potential to shine with his beauty.  If we get to the point where we not only can say that in the same breath but really believe it, then we’ll be good lovers of God.  Because that’s what our passage is about.  We try to find out what pleases God, what are the unique things I can do in my daily life and in my work and in my relationships and in my ministry that will please God, because we love him and we want to show it and we believe we can.  Let your love for God shine as you look for ways to show it to him everyday.  Amen.
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