
How to Shine in the Darkness 

We’ve been in this series, looking at a letter that Paul wrote to the Church at Philippi while He was in 
prison and Kory’s really hit on two major themes so far – unity in Christ and humility and I think both of 
those are foundational ideas to what we’re talking about today.  

Paul goes on to tell the church what they ought to be doing in his absence and it can be summed up as 
this: Shine in the darkness.  

Now the question is, how do we shine in a dark world? How do we shine when we’re surrounded by 
darkness? How do we shine when the morality and the values and the goals of the world don’t line up 
with what scripture says? And I know what that sounds like. That sounds like confrontation because light 
is confrontational, right? To a certain extent light and darkness have a hard time coexisting.  

Watch this – let’s turn off the lights. And let’s turn off the stage lights too. Okay. Now let’s turn the stage 
lights on full blast in 3 – 2 – 1 GO. It’s blinding. Right? It’s painful. It’s confrontational.  

Sometimes We think Light is confrontational. We think light is offensive.  

I think sometimes this is the image some of us get with Christianity and so we end up with one of two 
options. The first – we run with it. We say, “Light is naturally offensive and so I’m just going to embrace 
that and I’ll be aggressive and confrontational and abrasive and I’ll make sure that righteousness and 
morality and God can’t be ignored.” Or – we Run From it. We want to fit in. We want to get along. So we 
maybe pray a bit, maybe go to church a bit, but by in large we do whatever our family and friends 
perceive as being good and acceptable and we try to avoid being seen as overly zealous religious people. 
We don’t want to offend the world – so we look like the world.  

But the truth is we don’t have to do any of those things because that image of Christianity is untrue.  

Light comes in all different forms. An interrogation light is offensive to people. A lantern is helpful to 
people. And what’s Paul’s picture of the Church?  

That we would shine as lights in the sky. Here’s Paul’s picture of the Church. (show milkyway). That’s not 
offensive. That’s awe-inspiring. Our light is meant to be attractive. Paul’s not using this picture to create 
division or to say that the world is bad and we should avoid it at all costs – his point is – we should 
attract the world. And that lines up with the rest of scripture. 

So if we’re asking the question, How to shine in the darkness?...  

Here’s the first thing to get straight. We need to know our purpose. Our purpose is not to harm people 
but to bless people. It’s not to offend people but to love people. It’s not to challenge people but to 
invite, attract, and draw people. I’m not saying we’ll never hurt or offend or challenge people– I’m just 
saying that’s not what we’re here for. It’s not our MO. For Paul, we’re supposed to be attractive. We’re 
supposed to be winsome. We’re supposed to be awe-inspiring.  

1. Know Your Purpose (To Attract, Not Offend)  

You see, in scripture, and Paul would’ve had this in mind - Light is missional.  In fact, Paul is quoting from 
Daniel 12:3 – a prophetic passage about God’s people:  



Daniel 12:3 “Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens, and those who lead many 
to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever.”  

What’s Daniel say? You’ll be like stars in the sky if you are wise and lead many to righteousness.  

And Paul would’ve been equally familiar with what Jesus has to say about light:  

Matthew 5:16 “16 In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good 
deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.” 

What’s the purpose of shining? It’s to cause people to give glory to God. It’s not to offend people. It’s 
not to draw a line in the sand and say, “You’re either with us, or you’re against us!” It’s to draw people.  

There’s an article in Christianity Today that tells a story of a Church Father named John Chrysostom. In 
the spring of 388 a rebellion erupted in Antioch over increased taxes. Statues of the emperor and his 
family were desecrated. It was treason. In response, city leaders were killed.  

So the Archbishop of Antioch left to go to the capital in Constantinople to beg the emperor for pardon 
on behalf of his people.  

Chrysostom filled in for the Archbishop during that time. And that’s when he became known for his 
sermons.   

And in a sermon Chrysostom quotes from Philippians 2:15 and this is what he says about it.  

For on this account He left us here, that we may be as stars. That we may be appointed Teachers of 
others, that we may be as leaven; that we may converse as angels among men, as men with children, as 
spiritual with natural men, that they may profit by us, that we may be as seed, and may bring forth 
much fruit. There would be no need for words, if we so shone forth in our lives, there would be no need 
of Teachers, if we exhibited works. There would be no non-Christians, if we were such Christians as we 
ought to be. If we kept the commandments of Christ, if we suffered injury, if we allowed advantage to 
be taken of us, if we blessed those who hated us, if we did good to those who treated us badly… 

And in other arts, one man can teach a hundred boys together; but here, where there are many more 
teachers, and many more than the learners, no one is brought over. For students will look to 
the virtue of their teachers: and when they see us manifesting the same desires as the world, pursuing 
the same objects, power and honor, how can they admire Christianity? They see our lives open to 
reproach, our souls worldly. We admire wealth equally with them, and even more. We have the same 
horror of death, the same dread of poverty, the same impatience of disease, we are equally fond 
of glory and of power. We harass ourselves to death from our love of money, and serve the time. How 
then can they believe? From miracles? But these are no longer wrought. From our conversation? It has 
become corrupt. From charity? Not a trace of it is anywhere to be seen. Therefore we shall have to give 
an account not only of our own sins, but of the injury they’ve done to others.  

Chrysostom is describing a concept that we sometimes call missional holiness. You could also call it, and 
this is kind of a big word – it’s got a lot of syllables - “Christianity.” I know, it’s profound, right? You see, 
your life can be a testimony to the grace and freedom and power of God – you can be light for a dark 
world. Or you can look like the world.  
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Some of us make excuses. Some of us actually think sin is missional. Oh, “I need to be relatable if I’m 
going to reach my friends and so I need to act like them and do the things they do. If I’m too cleaned up 
than they won’t want me. If I’m too different from them than they won’t want me.”  

You know who loved spending time with Jesus? People who had reputations for their sinfulness. Jesus 
couldn’t keep people away from him. He had to hide from people. It’s not because He acted like 
everyone around him – it’s the opposite. It’s because they couldn’t find anyone else like Him. Listen - if 
you think you need to sin in order to be relatable than you underestimate your friends.  

If you look just like the world – than of course the world thinks you have nothing to offer them.  

2. Own Your Faith (by working out your salvation)  

What does it mean to work out your salvation?  

New Testament scholar NT Wright says, “People frequently suppose it means that Christians are 
responsible for doing things which will earn them their salvation… No: he wants the Philippians to work 
out for themselves what this business of being saved will mean in practice.”  

For NT Wright – the reason that Paul is concerned about this is because Paul won’t be there to take care 
of them. He’s in Prison and he doesn’t know when or if he’ll get out. So he says, “Not only in my 
presence, but now much more in my absence – continue to work out your salvation with fear and 
trembling.” Own it.  

Now, You’re not supposed to do this alone. Owning it doesn’t mean soloing it. We need eachother. Life 
is meant to be shared. The Body of Christ exists for a reason. But nonetheless Paul is saying – you need 
to be proactive. You need to take ownership. You need to take the initiative. In that sense, when it 
comes to your faith, every Christian needs to be a “Self-starter.”  

Have you read this before? (hold Bible up) All of it? Do you know how to share the gospel? Have you 
practiced sharing the gospel? Have you shared the gospel? Do you know how to share your testimony? 
Have you practiced sharing your testimony? Have you shared your testimony? Do you know your gifts? 
Do you know your role in the Church? Can you pray out loud in front of other people? Are there sins you 
need to confess? Do you have accountability in your life? Are you regularly meeting together with others 
to build your faith and pursue God and to care for the Church?  

If you want to be an attractive light to others – own your faith. Be continually growing. Constantly 
stretching yourself. Be teachable. Be a lifelong learner. Assess yourself constantly. And don’t be too 
quick to limit what you can do or to limit what the Holy Spirit wants to do through you. I think 
sometimes we go, “Oh that’s not how God made me.” “Oh that’s not in my wheelhouse.” “Oh, praying 
out loud in a group of people? I’m much too shy for that.” “Sharing my faith? I’m too much of an 
introvert.” We look at all of these things that Jesus did and we say, “that’s not for me.”  

What we’re really saying is, “I won’t follow you that far.”  

Paul says – don’t do that. Don’t be content with where you are. Don’t settle for less. Work out your 
salvation – take it to it’s natural and logical conclusions.  If you want to be attractive – do the hard work 
of working out your salvation. I think a lot of us want Christianity to be attractive so we try to dress it up. 
Right? We try to make it hip, cool, relevant. We make it instagrammable. But if we’re not working out 



for ourselves what this business of being saved looks like in practice than aren’t we just putting a gold 
ring on a pig’s snout?  

Once you know your purpose and own your faith, there’s two things that are left to do.  

3. Know Your Place (With fear and trembling, in humility, without grumbling) 

Paul says to work out your salvation with fear and trembling and then he goes on to say, (v.14) “Do 
everything without grumbling or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God 
without fault in a warped and crooked generation.”  

Paul’s quoting from Deuteronomy 32:5 It’s a song that Moses recites to the Israelites shortly before his 
death and it is a summary of their desert wandering. Paul’s been talking a lot about humility and fearing 
God and not grumbling and all of this has reminded him of the Israelites and Moses’ song in which 
Moses says that the Israelites  

“…are corrupt and not God’s children; to their shame they are a warped and crooked generation.”  

And so for Paul – the only way to work out our salvation is to know our place.  

It’s to know our place with God and it’s to know our place in the Body of Christ.  

And the Israelites – wandering in the desert were terrible at this.  

They complained about God. They complained about their circumstances. They complained about their 
leaders. And they did it without fear. Why? Because they weren’t humble. Because they didn’t know 
their place.  

Submission. Sacrifice. Obedience. Humility. These aren’t popular concepts today but they’re core to 
following Jesus. We want to follow Jesus to heaven but we aren’t willing to follow Jesus to the cross.  

Remember the words of Chrysostom: There would be no non-Christians, if we were such Christians as 
we ought to be. If we kept the commandments of Christ, if we suffered injury, if we allowed advantage 
to be taken of us, if we blessed those who hated us, if we did good to those who treated us badly. 

What’s your response when you feel like your rights are under attack? What’s your response when you 
feel like you’re not getting what you want? What’s your response when your preferences and 
expectations aren’t being met? What do you do when you’re being criticized or left out or not being 
taken into account? Do you respond like Jesus? Or like the religious people that felt threatened by him 
and crucified him? Do you let love and humility lead you or do you strike back and show people how 
strong you are and that you are not to be messed with?  

Do you remember the Chick-Fil-A controversy back in 2012? Their CEO has something in support of 
traditional marriage and spoke out against gay marriage. There was outrage. New hashtags started 
trending like #hatechicken and #Chickfilgay. Politicians in Boston, Chicago, and DC tried to ban Chick-Fil-
A stores and called for Boycotts. Universities banned it.  

Do you remember the Church’s response? I’ve brought this up before – I think. And I know it’s been 6 
years and everyone’s moved on but wasn’t this the perfect time for Christians to listen? People felt 
unloved, hurt, belittled, and attacked. And what did we do in response?  



Chick Fil A had record sales. We showed up in droves. We flexed our muscles and we showed the world 
how strong we were – not how loving we were. We posted pictures of crowded chick-fil-a restaurants 
filled with Christians who were ready to support the cause.  

How beautiful would it have been if we had listened when they shouted instead of shouting back? How 
awesome would it have been if we loved those that felt unloved. We could’ve shone in the darkness. We 
could’ve been light for people who were asking to be loved and heard.  

Do you remember how I shared with you that Chrysostom took over preaching in Antioch while the 
archbishop went to beg the emperor to forgive and spare the city.  

Here’s what John preached to the threatened city "Improve yourselves now truly, not as when during 
one of the numerous earthquakes or in famine or drought or in similar visitations you leave off your 
sinning for three or four days and then begin the old life again.” 

What’s he’s saying? He’s saying: Repent! And not just for a time, not just as a fast to gain God’s favor so 
you can avoid the current threat and then return to your old life again but truly change.  

Eight weeks later, the emperor caught wind that the people of the city had repented and were living 
differently, and he pardoned the city  

The Christians’ lives were threatened. Some were killed. They didn’t respond with a show of force. They 
responded with repentance and genuine life change. They became the light they were supposed to be 
all along.  

4. Trust in the Gospel (Hold firmly to the word of life)  

So Paul says, “Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky as you hold firmly to the word of 
life.” What’s it mean to hold firmly to the word of life? It means to put your trust in the Gospel message. 
It means to live out the worldview of scripture. It means to know that the Biblical story of God working 
to redeem humanity and to reconcile a people to himself is true. To trust that God will bring justice and 
make all things right. It means to trust that you are forgiven. Your efforts will be rewarded. Your sins will 
be punished. Your life is eternal. This present world is fleeting and temporary and not to be lived for. 
He’s saying trust that God’s counterintuitive way of living is worth it. Shine among them as you trust in 
the gospel – as you hold to the word of life.  

You know how you know if you’re holding onto something firmly? You’re holding onto it with both 
hands. Some of us are holding onto the gospel with one hand and holding onto financial security with 
the other. Some of us are holding onto superstition, horoscopes, prosperity gospel doctrines. Some of us 
are holding onto selfish ambition, the praise and acknowledgment of others.  

You might have the gospel in one hand – what’s in the other? Are you trying to serve two masters? Or 
are you holding firmly?  

If you want to be light in the dark 

- Know your purpose 
- Own your faith 
- Know your place 
- Trust in the Gospel  


