
Matthew 5:13-16 1

Shine!
Matthew 5:13-16

Rev. Stephen H. Wilkins
Georgetown Presbyterian Church

February 5, 2017

When I first read the scripture for this morning, two things came to mind: Of 
course, it's nearly impossible to read this passage without having the song “This Little 
Light of Mine” play over and over in my head. The second thing is the plethora of light 
bulb jokes for various churches. 

For example, how many Pentecostals does it take to change a light bulb? Ten: 
One to change it, and nine to pray against the darkness.

How many TV evangelists does it take to change a light bulb? Only one. But for 
the message of hope to continue to go forth, send in your donation today.

How many Episcopalians does it take to change a light bulb? Ten. One to 
actually change the bulb, and nine others to talk about how much they liked the old 
one.

How many Presbyterians does it take to change a light bulb? Well, it should 
require that both the Worship and Property committees first review the idea, then when
you include Session approval, it takes about 30 people. Unless the church has to take 
out a loan for the light bulb—then it requires the approval of the congregation and the 
Presbytery.

This morning's lesson from the Gospel according to Matthew picks up the very 
familiar theme of light. The Bible is full of images of light, always with a focus on the 
power of light to dispel the darkness. Isn't that how the Bible begins—when God says, 
“Let there be light?” In the Psalms, we pray that the Lord would “let the light of [his] 
face shine upon us,” and we acknowledge that “my God turns my darkness into light.” 
We are reminded that “even the darkness will not be dark to [the Lord]; the night will 
shine like the day, for darkness is as light to [God].” And God's Word is described as a 
“lamp to our feet and a light for our path.” In Isaiah God says that he has a specific 
role for his people Israel (and now, for the church): “I, the Lord, have called you in 
righteousness; I will take hold of your hand. I will keep you and will make you to be a 
covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles.” In a passage that Matthew 
applies to Jesus, we are told that “the people walking in darkness have seen a great 
light. On those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.” The 
apostle John declares in the prologue to the gospel he wrote, “The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome the light.” And at the end of the book of 
Revelation the glorious vision of heaven and the New Jerusalem includes this 
description: “There will be no more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the 
light of the sun, for the Lord will give them light.”1

1 Genesis 1:3, Psalm 4:6; 18:28; 139:12; 119:105, Isaiah 42:6; Isaiah 9:2 / Matthew 4:16; John 1:5; Revelation 22:5
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And so you see, from beginning to end, from Genesis to Revelation, the Word of
God uses light as a reminder and promise of hope and deliverance and guidance. And
in this morning's lesson from the fifth chapter of Matthew, light also defines the 
function that Jesus reserves for his church: “You are the light of the world. A city on a 
hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead 
they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let
your light shine...”2

Jesus is speaking to the church. It might not be totally apparent in the reading, 
but the “you” to whom Jesus speaks is plural. He's saying “Y'all are the light of the 
world... Let y'all's light shine.” He says we, his church, are the light of the world. 

Even though Jesus tells us to let our light shine, the truth is, the light we shine 
isn't our own—it is the light of Christ. Just as the moon reflects the light of the sun, so 
do we reflect the light of Jesus. We reflect the light of Jesus in the way we interact with
one another, and we reflect the light of Jesus in the way we live and act in the world, 
and we reflect the light of Jesus when we seek the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness for our own selves and for the world. 

I have taken up photography as a hobby in recent months. I have a good 
camera that does most of the technical work for me, but I still like to visualize and 
capture pictures of the beauty of God's world. In the last couple of months I have taken
a number of pictures of the moon in its various phases. This week we had a crescent 
moon sharing the night sky with Mars and Venus. Over the last couple of months we 
have had some beautiful and bigger-than-normal full moons as well.

Of course, the light of the moon isn't its own. It is merely reflecting the light of 
the sun. And the amount of light we see depends on what gets in the way between the
sun and the moon—the shadow of the earth. In some phases of the moon's monthly 
cycle, nearly all the moon is blocked by the shadow of the earth; as it approaches the 
full moon, less and less of the earth impedes the light.

It made me think, as we are the light of the world reflecting the light of Jesus, 
what are things that help us to shine the light like the full moon? And what are things 
that we do as the church that may cast a shadow and prevent us from shining the light
of Christ?

The notion of the church as the light of Christ dovetails very nicely with what we 
are studying in our Wednesday morning Men's Breakfast Bible Study. We have just 
started the book of Revelation. At the end of the first chapter, John has a vision in 
which he sees, among other things, seven lampstands. The person who appears to 
John in the vision—whom we discover to be Christ—reveals the meaning of the 
lampstands: they represent the seven churches to which the Revelation was first 
addressed. 

Now, in the Bible in general and in the Book of Revelation in particular, seven is 
the number of completeness and perfection. And so as Jesus addresses seven 
churches in the Roman province of Asia, he is, in effect, addressing the church as a 
whole. In the remarks that Jesus makes to each of the seven churches, Jesus lifts us 

2 Matthew 5:14-16a
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things that are praiseworthy and things that threaten the witness and the life of the 
church. 

So what does Jesus identify as the things that enable the churches – the 
lampstands – to shine the light of the Gospel faithfully and truly? And what are the 
things that threaten to dim the light, even snuff it out?

Jesus starts by addressing the church in Ephesus. He applauds the 
congregation's determination to withstand persecution and opposition. He praises 
them for their adherence to right doctrine and truth when faced with false teaching. 
The light shines bright as they focus on and proclaim the gospel truthfully and 
faithfully.

But the light is dimmed and even in danger of going out because, as Jesus 
says, “you have lost your first love.” That is, in their pursuit of right doctrine, they have 
forgotten the essence of the gospel, which is unconditional love. Their determination to
cleanse the church of all that doesn't match up to their measuring rod of righteousness
has emptied them of their capacity to love one another. As William Barclay noted, “It 
may well be that heresy-hunting had killed love and orthodoxy had been achieved at 
the price of fellowship.”3 

It is very much akin to what Paul says to the church in Corinth. To paraphrase, 
Paul says “I can have so very many things about which I can boast—godly things, 
even—but if I don't have love, then I am nothing.”

To the other six churches in Revelation, Jesus lifts up as praiseworthy their 
perseverance in the face of persecution, their faithfulness in adversity, their steadfast 
devotion to Christ; their love, faith, and service; their obedience to Christ. These are all
things that enabled the early church to keep the light of Christ shining. 

But things that threatened the light included the creeping in of false teaching and
participation in pagan rituals. One church was complacent in their earthly security and 
ignorant of their spiritual poverty; Jesus called them neither hot nor cold, but 
lukewarm, and he said he would just as soon chew them up and spit them out. 
Another church went through the motions and on the surface looked to be alive and 
vibrant, but spiritually they were dead and far removed from Christ.

What I take away from the letters to the seven churches in Revelation is that as 
a church we have to take a close look at who we are and what we do. Where do we 
shine the light of Christ in our ministry? And what are some things that may threaten to
dim the light? Do we pursue the truth, simultaneously maintaining our commitment to 
love one another? Do we crumble in the face of challenges and adversity, or do we 
stand strong in the strength of the Lord? Is the truth of the Gospel evident not only in 
the words we say and the doctrines we uphold, but also (and maybe even more so) in 
our service to our community and world? Are we comfortable because you and I have 
received our own salvation, but we don't worry too much about the welfare of those 
beyond the church walls? Do we open our doors and welcome all who come to us, or 
do we guard the gate and only admit those who are likeminded?

Where do we shine the light? What gets in the way of the light?

3 William Barclay, The Revelation of John, Volume 1 (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1977), p. 64.
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Friends, just look at our calendar and our announcements for this week. Look at 
each event and item on our calendar as an opportunity for light to shine. Join us in 
fellowship on Tuesday with folks who have a difficult time getting out and about, and 
maybe even help deliver meals to the homes of some of our members who are facing 
the challenges of age and sickness and grief. Or take advantage of the mid-week 
opportunities we have to study God's Word and weave the truth of the Gospel into the 
fabric of our being. Or come by 1932 Winyah Street on Thursday morning and let the 
Habitat for Humanity coordinator put a hammer in your hand, and help make the 
dream of an affordable home a reality for a hard-working Georgetown family. Or come 
on Saturday morning and help us assemble more than 10,000 food packets for Stop 
Hunger Now to ship to places in the world where food shortages lead to death. Heck, 
I'm going to go out on a limb and say that even the Valentine's Banquet and the 
Father-Daughter Dance are opportunities to shine the light of Christ, because even in 
our fellowship we are able to share God's love with one another, and to express the 
joy of life together in Christ.

Be the light of the world. Let your light so shine that people will praise God when
they see your good works. There’s a poem by B. Lewis in a book she wrote titled, 
“Walks of Jesus.” It helped me understand what it means to let our light shine:

Not merely in the words you say,
Not only in your deeds confessed,
But in the most unconscious way
Is Christ expressed.
Is it a beatific smile?
A holy light upon your brow?
Oh, no! I felt His presence when
You laughed just now.
For me ’twas not the truth you taught—
To you so clear, to me so dim,
But when you came to me you brought
A sense of Him.
And from your eyes He beckons me,
And from your heart His love is shed
Till I lose sight of you—and see
The Christ instead.4

“But when you came to me you brought a sense of Him…” My friends in Christ, 
when we go out into the world and come alongside others, if in us they get a sense of 
Him—a sense of Jesus Christ—then we are being light. If when people look into our 
eyes and they see Jesus beckoning, and if they see His love from our hearts, and if 
they ultimately lose sight of us and see the Christ instead—then we are being light.

You are the light of the world. Now shine, that Christ may be glorified. Amen.

4  B. Lewis, Walks of Jesus, Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1955.


