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INTRO
There’s not many things that draw our amazement and wonder like lights in the sky. 2024 has certainly been a year to remember with all the times we’ve looked upwards to see these lights. 
In April many of us saw a solar eclipse that we won’t have another one similar to in TN for more than hundred years. 

And then the very next month in May we were all in our yards trying to figure out which setting on our phones was best for seeing the northern lights. And the same phenomenon happened again around October–twice in one year. 

Then July 4th is always a day that draws our eyes upwards at the thousands of dollars we spend to see explosions in the sky. 

But I think what’s so cool about these times is the shared experience we have in these moments. We could hear our neighbors out at the same time sharing the same excitement. Maybe you even met a neighbor because of everyone being outside at the same time. 

One of my favorite moments like this happened a few years ago when I was with a group in the Himalayas in Nepal, and I brought some pictures and time lapses to help you see what we were seeing. 

(ON SCREEN –Show Pics / Videos)

I think some of these were taken on the last night of our trip because we heard there was going to be a meteor shower. The next morning we had a helicopter scheduled to come and get us to take us back into Kathmandu, but that didn’t stop us from staying up super late staring up into the skies. 

It was probably sub-15 degrees out that night. But we set out chairs outside of our trekking hut and for hours we just watched the stars shoot across the sky. 

And we all felt appropriately small in those moments. And likely so did you as you witnessed the eclipse or northern lights. In a way these kinds of events make us feel small, but they also make us feel connected in a way that’s hard to explain. 

And I would guess most of us feel something similar in these moments. The God of the cosmos has beautifully turned on the lights in the darkness, and we all collectively experienced something, we knew something in those moments that maybe we had forgotten. We were reminded of our place in the universe. 

This morning we’re going to be in a text that I think shows us something really cool, maybe even hard for some of us to believe. 

In this text we’re going to see that this God of the cosmos, the God that lights up the dark night sky, sent his light into the world through his Son Jesus Christ. And not just that, but by doing so has made us light. 
This passage, for those who are in Christ, is a call to be seen. It’s a call to have influence. 

And this is going to be something that some of you need to hear, because you may feel like you don’t have any influence. Maybe you don’t feel particularly significant or that your life doesn’t look meaningful–at least to the relationships around you. You’re just you. There’s nothing that makes you stand out. And you need to hear something this morning. That’s just simply not true. You are light! And light is meant to stand out–not be hidden.

(ON SCREEN TITLE)
We are Light: A Call to Influence in a Dark World

We’re going to be in a very short passage this morning in Matthew chapter 5 starting in verse 13. 
If you have your Bibles you can follow along there. If you don’t own a Bible, we want to give that to you as a late Christmas gift to have and to use. You can find that at the desk right outside of the auditorium. But in the meantime the words will be up on the screen behind me. 

(TEXT ON SCREEN) – Matthew 5:13-16 

Here we go, we’re going to start in verse 13, but we’ll really only focus on verses 14-16 today. Jesus says, 

“You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt should lose its taste, how can it be made salty? It’s no longer good for anything but to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet. 

You are the light of the world. A city situated on a hill cannot be hidden. No one lights a lamp and puts it under a basket, but rather on a lampstand, and it gives light for all who are in the house. 
In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven. “

Because we’re not in a series and we’re jumping into this text after advent, I’m going to give a quick fly-over of where this passage is situated in Matthew’s gospel. In the chapter just before this section, Matthew 4, is basically where Jesus starts his earthly ministry. 

(On Screen) Matthew 4:17

And as He’s going through Galilee, verse 17 says he was preaching repentance, “because the kingdom of heaven has come near.” Scripture is saying that through Jesus, light has entered darkness–heaven has invaded earth. And Sin and death’s days are over. 
And then in chapter 5, on a hillside overlooking the sea of Galilee, Jesus starts to preach what’s referred to as the Sermon on the Mount—a sermon intended to be received by those who want to be true followers of Christ. 

And while non-believers can obviously read the sermon on the mount and even learn new life principles, the intent behind Jesus’ teaching is not that it would just give principles for life, but that they would offer a new way of life for those who leave their old life behind and choose to follow Christ. 

And he begins the sermon on the mount with what’s called the beatitudes–8 straight “blessed are those”.
I saw someone say this about the beatitudes and thought it was a good way to understand them. It was put like this. 

“The beatitudes are “spiritual states that the gospel creates.” 

Now watch, when we read all the “blessed are those” in the first part of chapter 5, “Blessed are those who mourn, Blessed are the poor in spirit, Blessed are the humble,” and so on, we can’t look at those and first say, “I have to do those things, this is what Christians do.” That can lead to moralism.  
Instead, Christianity says, I need a bigger view of Jesus Christ—what he did in his life, death, and resurrection—so that it changes and transforms my life so that I mourn over my sin–and so I realize my spiritual poverty and I want to be pure in heart and I look at humility through the lens of how Jesus humbled himself. 

That’s the beatitudes. They are spiritual states that are created in you as you more fully understand and believe the good news of the Gospel. Does that make sense? Jesus is saying, these are the characteristics, this is what it looks like to be a citizen of my kingdom.

(ON SCREEN) Matthew 5:11-12

And then right before the section we’re in today Jesus says in verses 11 and 12 that the people who are in this spiritual state will be persecuted by the darkness of this world. And there's a tendency, Jesus is warning, to withdraw and escape when we experience persecution. And this makes sense, right? 
When an attack comes, you have the natural response of either fight or flight. You either want to battle back or get out of dodge altogether. And Jesus says to his followers, no, You are salt and light in the world. My role for you is not to retreat, but to engage–actively participating in the pushing back of darkness.

And now we’re caught up with our text today. Jesus says “You are the light of the world”. When He said this, the followers on the hillside were very familiar with this imagery. 

(ON SCREEN) Isaiah 9:2

They may have thought about Isaiah 9:2 that says, “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; a light has dawned on those living in the land of darkness.”

And guys this is just one verse. There’s so much of this in the Old Testament, but not just the Old Testament, Jesus and several of the New Testament writers used this imagery. It’s actually insane how much the Bible talks about light and darkness and all the connections we see with this imagery in Scripture. 

(ON SCREEN) Genesis 1:2-3  and Revelation 22:5

It actually stretches from the first chapter in the Bible in Genesis 1 when God said “Let there be light” —keep in mind 3 days before Genesis says the sun was created—all the way to the last chapter in the Bible in Revelation 22 that says that the “Night will be no more; people will not need the light of the sun, because God will give them light.”

Now, we don’t really know for sure what’s going on with these passages because of the symbolism in Revelation and also Scripture just isn’t very clear what this light is in Genesis, but it’s cool none-the-less to see that God does not need the sun to provide light. God’s presence is light. God is light! 

1 John 1:5 says that “God is light, and there is absolutely no darkness in him." 

And this light offers hope for a future where darkness and sin and death will be completely overcome by God's presence. God’s light existed before the sun and God’s light will exist in the end with the new heavens and earth.

And guys, this is just the beginning of this theology of light in the Bible and the presence of God represented in that light. I’m going to shotgun through some of these themes in Scripture:

(ON SCREEN) John 8:12

Starting in our passage today Jesus says that we are the light of the world, but who does Jesus say is the light in John’s gospel? … he is! He says “I am the light of the world.” and “Anyone who follows me will never walk in the darkness but will have the light of life. They will have the presence of God.

What happens to Moses on Mount Horeb? He runs into a bush that is lit but not consumed. What is that light? That's the presence of God.

Think about the children of Israel traveling through the wilderness for 40 years. Who accompanied them every night by a pillar of fire. It was the presence of God. 

Then in the New Testament–what descends on the heads of the people at Pentecost. Scripture says, “Tongues of fire”. Again, the presence of God with his people.

Daniel 2:22 tells us that light dwells with God. In 1 Timothy 6:16 we are told that God lives in unapproachable light. In James 1:17 we are told that God is the father of lights. In Psalm 36:9 the psalmist declares that in God's light we see light. 

And guys, there are so many more things we could unpack about light and its imagery throughout scripture. God’s presence is represented by light, but God's plan, since the beginning, was to create a distinct people of light. A people set apart with God's glow. 

(ON SCREEN) Ephesians 5:8

Paul says, “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light”. And this is exactly what Jesus says in our passage this morning. “You are the light of the world.”

And so if God’s presence is represented by light, and if it’s true that Jesus is the light of the world, what does this mean for us as the light of the world? Well first it means that we belong before we behave.

(ON SCREEN POINT 1 and SCRIPTURE) 
1:  Belonging Before Behaving 
Matthew 5:14a

Short first point but a couple of really important things I want you to see here. 
First, notice that these are identity statements—not a to do list.
	
He says this is who you are. This is who you are just by being tethered to me. Being connected to me. They are factual statements. He says, “You are the salt of the earth”--”You are the Light of the world”. He doesn’t say, you should be salt. You should be light. He says you are these things. 

This is such a powerful statement of the individual worth and mission of every believer. What a responsibility and privilege this is, what a blessing he gives to us.

And we’re going to get to the “Do good works” section here in a minute, but Jesus doesn’t start there. Instead–belonging before behavior. Identity before performance. 

He doesn’t say, do all of these good works and then I’ll light you up. He says, you’re already lit and the world is watching. And this order is important. We were darkness. But in Christ we are light.

Second thing to notice is that by saying that “You are salt and you are light”—In making these statements about his followers, Jesus is also suggesting something about the nature of the world. Right? If it's true that Christians are salt, then Jesus is saying that the world is corrupt and in decay. 

The primary use of salt in New Testament times was for preservation. Salt was applied to meat to keep it from spoiling. We have refrigerators. They did not. And so this metaphor may be a little bit lost on us. But what he’s saying to his followers is, you are salt and the world needs to be salted to fight against its decay.

And likewise the world is dark and it needs light to give direction and reveal the truth. The world left to itself only leads to further darkness. Everything falls apart. Disintegration is perpetually around the corner. The world is not getting healthier, it’s breaking down. And God has included us in his plan to turn on the lights in a dark world. 

So, “we are the Light of the world” means belonging before behaving. Point 2, It also means We Before Me. 

(ON SCREEN POINT 2 and SCRIPTURE)
2: We Before Me
Matthew 5:14 (full verse)

Notice the pronoun that’s used here. When Jesus says “You are the light of the world”. This word “You” here is in a plural tense. That means it’s not “you” by yourself, but many “yous”. And this should be comforting news to us, because it’s a call to be a part of something bigger than us individually. Jesus says, “You are the light of the world. A city situated on a hill cannot be hidden.”

You may not find this as crazy as I do, but from the beginning of time up until 1879–when electricity came out publicly–we lived in complete darkness as a society when the sun went down. Guys, that's just 140 years ago. That’s the combined age of 2 grandparents. That's it. And even then, most homes didn’t have electricity until 1925–just 100 years ago. And for all of human existence before that time, you went to bed when the sun went down and woke up when the sun came up. That's what you did. Your schedule was dictated by the sun as the primary source of light. 

It's hard for us to understand how much darkness was around, especially for the crowd gathered to hear these words of Jesus, because this is nowhere near our reality today. We have light everywhere. And so it was a significant thing to see lights in a far off city in that day. 

Right next to where Jesus was teaching in the area of Capernaum, there's a city called Sefed that had been renovated by the Romans. And on a dark night, you could stand around the Sea of Galilee and you could look up and see this city literally shining on top of a hill–and its lights maybe even reflected off the clouds. This may have been the city Jesus was referring to. 

And if you see that kind of city from a distance, it's hard to take your eyes off of it. Like the northern lights spread across the sky or a fireworks finale where everything goes up at once. Jesus says that's how my people are to be in the world—a city on a hill that reflects the glow of Christ–to people in the dark–a long ways off from God. 

I think our church does a pretty good job of this, but we have to continue to be committed to community here at City Church. We have to be committed to outreach in our City. We have to be committed to the Christmas mission offering and being a part of groups going on mission into different parts of the world. We have to be committed to planting churches. 

A city of lights on a hill is not “This little light of mine”--great tune … maybe bad theology. See your light was never meant to be by itself. 

Back a few months ago I heard someone teach on this passage, and this person pointed out how we’ve seen so much of a culture of individualism making its way into the Church—and how we’re tempted to treat our faith as “just me and Jesus”. Me before we, instead of we before me. And maybe you’ve seen this more and more or even seen hints of it in your own life. 

And though I realize that in some way God has a personal relationship with every person of faith–even then our faith was never meant to be lived out in isolation from other people of faith. When you were saved, you were saved into the church–you were adopted into the family of God. 

City Church, you are connected in a way that some of you may not even realize. This city of lights extends throughout the world. And not just our present world, but it stretches history past before you were here and into the future to when Jesus returns. If you have faith in Christ–that’s you–that’s what your light is a part of. A city is a place of many lights. And when we isolate our lights from the city (or from City church if-you-will) then we weaken our glow in the world. 

And when you get what Jesus is saying here, it starts to change the way you think about church. Church is not primarily a place where Christians go to get encouraged and to get fed and to be part of an institution. The reason the church exists is to display and declare who God is to the world. The church doesn't exist for itself. City Church–we exist to multiply Gospel change for broken people on purpose. 

In some ways, yes, the church wants to serve you and your family. But ultimately we don’t exist for ourselves, but for the darkness. The dark parts of our city. Of our neighborhoods. Of our workplaces. Of our schools. And around the world. And collectively we go out into our city to put the light of Christ on display. 

A second metaphor that helps us see We Before Me comes in the next verse. 

(ON SCREEN) Matthew 5:15

Jesus says “No one lights a lamp and puts it under a basket, but rather on a lampstand, and it gives light for all who are in the house.”

This metaphor is almost comical. Jesus is doing standup now. You can hear the sarcasm in his words. How absurd would it be for you to just cover up a light that you just lit in a dark room? Hiding a light is a direct contradiction to the light’s identity. And what Jesus is saying is that it’s no less silly when Christians attempt to hide their faith. It's a contradiction to your identity.

When you hear a Christian say, “I am a Christian, but my faith is private.” What they’re really saying is, I'm a Christian, but I don't want anybody to notice. I don’t want to influence anyone else in their decision about issues of faith. I mentioned it at the beginning but this passage is a call to be seen–not hidden. It’s a call to have influence. 

Light has a few different purposes, and the metaphors here are endless. Light encourages–think of a sunset. Light protects, it keeps you safe in what could otherwise be a dark and dangerous place. 
What horror movie have you seen that takes place in the afternoon? Probably not any good ones, right? They happen in a dark barn or in the woods at night. Light restrains evil. Light reveals our path. It reveals what’s true about our surroundings. It reveals what’s hidden in the dark. 

When you’re in complete darkness it’s disorienting, right? You’ll know this if you’ve ever been in a cave and told to turn off all your flashlights. It reminds me of a trend that’s going on right now on social media where people are blindfolded and told to march in place for a couple of minutes, have you seen this or just me? So with tape they mark off a square to stand in, then they put on blindfolds and march in place to a song. And when the song is over they take off their blindfolds. And the goal is to stay inside the taped off square that they started in. And most times after the song ends they’re nowhere near the square. And some have walked clear across the room thinking they are still marching inside the square. 

Darkness is disorienting–causing us to drift off course. And light does the opposite of all of that. It makes sense of the world. It reveals what’s true and good and right. But a light hidden is no better than no light at all.

Another thing about light. Scripture tells us that people respond to light differently. There are people that run away from the light because they love the darkness. They’re like bugs that scatter right after you lift up a rock they’ve been hiding under. And likewise, being a light in a dark world will sometimes mean that people who love darkness won’t want to be around us. Some people will love the exposure of light because it reveals the way to God and godliness. But a lot of people will hate the light.

(ON SCREEN) John 3:19-21

John 3:19-21 says, “The light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than the light because their deeds were evil. For everyone who does evil hates the light and avoids it, so that his deeds may not be exposed. But anyone who lives by the truth comes to the light, so that his works may be shown to be accomplished by God.”

Some people will hate your light, and listen, when Jesus says you are the light of the world and not to hide it, he’s not saying to annoy people with it and shine it in their eyes. But it is a call to engage. It is a call to influence. If we are light then that means that our life should be so beautiful that when it comes into contact with the dark world, it should illuminate in a way to show the world for what it really is—all that is good and beautiful, and likewise all that is evil and ugly. This should happen with seeking justice in our city and in our world. It should reveal itself within our relationships. We before me. When I revert to me, it definitely weakens we. 

You are the light of the world means belonging before behaving. It means We before Me. And our last point this morning, it means Good Works Before Others.

(ON SCREEN POINT 3 and SCRIPTURE) 
3: Good Works Before Others 
Matthew 5:16

This point may be the easiest to see because Jesus tells us exactly what being a light means. Verse 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 in heaven.”

Jesus says, “In the same way”. Meaning all of these metaphors of salt and light and cities on a hill and not hiding a lamp under a basket are pointing to this big take-away. —-Christians are meant to have influence. 

You ask any non-Christians “What should a Christians be like?”, and they may get some of it right and some of it wrong, but their primary assumption is likely correct—that Christians should stand out in how they live. They should be distinct, not just in what they say and believe, but in how they live and love in the world.

And watch, he's not saying let the light of your morality shine before others, or let the light of your charisma be seen by others, right? What’s he saying? Let the light of Christ shine, which again is seen through the way we live and love in this world, and doing it in such a way that it points back to the Father we have in heaven. 

People may not be able to see specific things about your theology. But they can see your good works. They can see the gospel that flows out of you in how you live. You can’t just have good and right thoughts and beliefs about God. You can’t just be able to pass a theology test or even have the right words to say in community group. Your practice has to match your beliefs. You’re not a light if you don’t have both of these things working together. 

I want to address something that some of you have been thinking this whole time. You may be thinking, Why so much talk about doing good works and wanting to shine before others? This seems contrary to the gospel that emphasizes Jesus’ good works and what he has done for us. Why is Jesus saying for us to do good works? 

And then maybe some of you know that in the very next chapter in Matthew, still in this sermon on the mount that Jesus is preaching, just a few statements later he says, 
 
(ON SCREEN) Matthew 5:16 and Matthew 6:1

“Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by them. Otherwise, you have no reward with your Father in heaven.”

“Let people see your good works” – “Don’t practice your righteousness in front of others”. What’s going on? It's not like he forgot what he just said a few moments ago. 

Jesus is doing this on purpose. The point is, your motive matters. Why you do what you do matters. The external action is the same in both cases, right? It's performing good works before others, and it's practicing righteousness before others. What’s expressed is the same. 

But in one case, you're doing it to be seen by others. And in the other you're doing it so that they might give glory to your Father in heaven. One is about my glory, the other is about God's glory. Jesus isn’t simply pleased with your external obedience. Jesus is after your heart. He's getting down underneath at what drives you. And so why you do what you do matters.

The goal of our shining isn't to show everybody “look how shiny I am”, but so that people will say, “what a father in heaven these people must have.” 

There are two lights that govern our physical existence here on earth. What are they? The sun and the moon. There’s a difference though between them, right? One is light in itself–one is a source of light. The other merely reflects light.

And the moon is great. It’s beautiful at night. But listen, whatever good, whatever beauty the moon has isn’t produced by the moon itself–it doesn’t start with the moon. The glow of the moon is just a reflection of the brilliance of the sun. In essence, it gives glory back to the sun.

When you do good works to be seen by others, when you do good works out of the motivation of being validated of the kind of person you want to be seen as. You're trying to be the sun. That's not what you're meant to be. You're meant to be the moon. The moon gives light by receiving and reflecting the light of the sun. And that's exactly how the gospel works in the heart of a follower of Jesus. Your good works are receiving and reflecting the light of the goodness of God.

And it’s seen and demonstrated with a life of virtue, with a life of gratitude, with a life of obedience, with a life of sacrifice. What would your coworkers, or neighbors, or family say your life demonstrates? These things? Or would they say more often than not they don’t see good works in you, but a person that grumbles and complains. Maybe a dishonest person. A selfish person. But certainly not a person that reflects the radiance of Christ. 

Guys, without the sun, without Christ, you’re just a cold dark rock. You’re trying to be a light in the world without the source of light. And it’s with our good works, works that give glory to our Father in Heaven, that we can be light in the darkness. 
 
Closing
I want to close by introducing a paradox. One that we not only see in the sermon on the mount, but actually in much of Jesus' teachings. 

And here it is: On the one hand, a follower of Jesus is no different from anyone else, and yet on the other hand, a follower of Jesus is completely different from everyone else. And I really want you to focus in on what I mean by this because I think it’ll help makes sense of this passage, and perhaps even the gospel itself. 

See, on the one hand, a follower of Jesus is no different than anyone else. We know this because of what we know about the gospel. The gospel says, God's grace is what saves you, what changes you. That God saves undeserving sinners by grace, not because of your works, right? So in other words, it's not anything that you did. There’s not anything unique and desirable in you that causes God to set his sights on you and save you. It's not that you got your act together or cleaned things up or got yourself acceptable to God. 

But rather the truth is that God, in his grace, saves undeserving sinners. And so in that sense, a follower of Jesus is no different from anyone else. And so what this means for us is that when we practice having influence in the world, when we share the gospel with people as light of the world, we do it from a place of common ground. We do it from a place of shared brokenness–of shared humanity.

We share the gospel with the beatitudes in mind, as those who are poor in spirit, who are humble, who are merciful, who are peacemakers, who hunger and thirst for righteousness. We're beggars helping other beggars know where we found bread. “Hey, are you homeless and broke? Me too. Come over here and see where I got my hunger taken care of and my thirst quenched.” Right?

And so on the one hand, the follower of Jesus is no different than anyone else. And yet at the same time, a follower of Jesus is radically different from everyone else. The people of God are distinctly different from the people of the world, and here's why—it’s because God is distinctly different from the world. 

God is the creator, everything else is created. God is holy, everything else is fallen and corrupted. God is light and without him everything else is in darkness. And if you’re a follower of Christ you are spiritually united with Him by faith. And because of that his spirit lives within you. His light is now your light. 

And so because God is different from the world, a follower of Jesus is different from the world. There's a set-apart nature that the people of God have from the world because of the light of Christ that's in them. 
Jesus doesn’t say, my followers are better than other people, He’s saying that He is different from the world, and therefore his people are different and distinct from the world. And that difference should be evident. It should be influential. It should light up the darkness.

Maybe this morning God is beginning to reveal himself to you. Maybe you’ve seen his light in someone else and it’s drawing you to him. If you want to be the light of the world you first have to be lit. And God very much wants to connect himself with you and to have a relationship with you. 

Or maybe you have a relationship with God, you’ve been lit, but your light has been dulled for whatever reason, maybe it’s apathy, maybe because of a shameful secret that needs to be brought into the light–that is rotting you from the inside out.

Maybe it’s selfishness and it’s making you spiritually dull because you’re relying on your own version of light instead of reflecting the light of Christ. Whatever the reason is, God wants you to turn back to him. 

Here’s something that I want to ask of you— it’s actually something we’re asking everyone to participate in this week. Starting on Wednesday, what is Wednesday? January 1st. We are going to try to do 2 things together as a church and with our community groups. 
1. We’re going to read through the entire New Testament together as a church. 
2. We’re going to attempt to memorize the entire sermon on the mount together as a church. 
Here’s how we’re going to do that: I think we have this posted on the app. I know the community group leaders have already been emailed this reading plan. And we also have physical copies for those that want to participate to take home today. But for 5 out of the 7 days in a week we’re just reading a chapter a day. That’s it. And that will take us from Matthew to Revelation. 5 chapters — 5 days a week.

And then the other 2 days in the week will be used for memorizing 2-3 verses from the sermon on the mount. So reading 5 chapters a week and memorizing 2-3 verses a week. And we want everyone to join us, but especially if you’re in one of those 2 places this morning I described earlier, your light has either dulled or you want to experience this light for the first time–I’d love for you to join us for this. Imagine our entire church doing this together for 2025. This is a really cool challenge, and I hope you participate in this with us.

