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Matthew 5:14-16                                                                            Ruskin Falls, July 28, 2019
Y’all are the light of the world.                                              Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

7th Sunday after Pentecost
TEXT (English translation: NRSV)

You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one after
lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it
gives light to all 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.

(1)
In what we call proper English, the second-person pronoun, “you,” can be singular or plural. 
When I say “you,” I may be addressing one person or many persons.  In the English slang of
the American South, we distinguish the plural you from the singular you: One you is “you.”  A
bunch of you’s are “y’all.”  

Though we can’t tell it from most English translations of the Bible, the Greek language that the
gospel of Matthew was written in also makes that distinction. If we were translating Matthew’s
Greek into Southern slang, we could correctly translate these words of Jesus in the Sermon on
the Mount like this:  “Y’all are the light of the world. . . .  Let y’all’s light shine.”  

I emphasize that this morning, to say this: These words of Jesus were addressed to the
disciples whom Jesus already had begun forming into his church. And what he’s indicating here
is that, not each of them as an individual but, rather, all working together as a fellowship, all
working together as his church, are the light of the world. Which means this: You as individuals
are not the light of the world; you as the church are the light of the world. Not you as one
person, but y’all working together as the fellowship of Christ’s Holy Spirit, y’all working together
as his church, are the light of the world.

(2)
To be sure, it is Jesus who is the true light. As the self-revelation of God’s own word to the
world, Jesus is the light of life and of our world. The church is the light of the world as a window
is light (see Douglas Hare, Matthew, John Knox Press, 1993, p.45). The church is the light of the
world only as it lets the light that Jesus is, shine clearly and truly into the world. The church is
the light of the world in that it was founded by Jesus to be how and where, even without Jesus
physically present, the word of God shall go on shining its truth into the world and making itself
known. We, you and I together, become the light of the world by participating in the church’s
work of bearing witness to the self-revelation of God through the life and mission of Jesus. 

And, note well, when Jesus calls us the light of the world, that means not simply a light in the
world but, rather, a light to and for the world. In this respect, the creation of the church is a
continuation of the work that God was doing in creating the children of Israel.

The Old Testament tells the story of God’s creation of the people of Israel to serve as a light to
the nations. Through Israel, true knowledge of God shall reach into every corner of the earth,
and, through that knowledge, the entire world one day shall meet with unsurpassable blessing.
When, in the book of Genesis, God calls Abraham to set out for a destination known only to
God, God’s promise to Abraham is that, through Abraham’s descendants, through the people
who later will be known as Israel, “all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3).
The prophet Isaiah went on to declare God’s promise to Israel in this way: “I will give you as a
light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth” (Isaiah 49:6); “I have
given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to
bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness” (Isaiah
42:6); “They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the
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knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea” (Isaiah 11:9). 

The light that Israel was formed to serve became incarnate in the child of Israel and Son of
God, Jesus Christ. In Jesus, God’s light came among us in the flesh. And Jesus in turn founded
the church to be that light’s way of shining even in and for the Gentile, the non-Jewish, world –
to be that light’s way of announcing itself across all historical, national, cultural, social, and
political boundaries. Christ founded the church to be the light of all the world.

We, the church, serve as that light by letting our work together become an ever clearer and
more true window for the light of Christ.  As we go about this work rightly and well, we become
a better and better window to the life and mission of Jesus, we let his true light shine ever more
clearly and distinctly into the world, and we give to those outside the church good reason to
take favorable notice of what we’re up to, and thereby to be moved to give glory to God.

(3)
There are many ways in which individuals can work together as a church to let that happen –
many ways of working together that serve our aim of being a clear and true window to the light
of Jesus Christ. Today, I want to note four ways that belong to the very backbone of our work.

One way – indeed, the centermost way – of working together to become a clear and true
window to the light of Christ is through participation in services of congregational worship. Your
very presence with one another in services of worship, gathered in sacred time and space to
honor God, supporting and encouraging and strengthening one another by bowing to God in
prayer, joining together in confessing sin and affirming faith, and striving together to hear and
heed God’s word – all of this has an immense effect on the kind of window to Christ’s light the
church is able to be. Letting our life together be formed by and through congregational worship
is an important part of the church’s calling to be a clear and true window to the light of Jesus
Christ in and for the world. And, if you cannot be physically present with a congregation, then,
wherever you are, you actually can be what could be called mystically present. For example,
you can think and pray about what we’re doing here, even sharing with God your regret at being
absent. And as you learn to do that when cut off from corporate worship, you will find yourself,
even at a distance, mystically and yet actually joined to worship’s way of furthering the church’s
work of letting Christ’s light shine ever more clearly and truly in the world.

A second way of working together as a church to become a clear and true window to the light of
Christ is through the sharing of our possessions. Nowadays that entails in particular the sharing
of our money. The church does not run on words and rituals alone; it runs also on money. In a
world that measures the exchange of goods and services in terms of money, the church needs
money if it is to go about the work of being the light of the world. We have bills to pay every
month, and that takes money. We have projects and undertakings we need to carry out in
furtherance of the cause of the gospel, and that takes money. Of course, each of us has
differing financial circumstances, responsibilities, and commitments. Moreover, we all are
affected in differing ways by personal need for money as well as by the addictive lure of money.
And, we have differing saving and spending habits, and even differing tendencies to hoard or to
squander money. And, we don’t and won’t all use the same formula for deciding how much
money we will give to the work of the church. Giving to the church is not going to be a one-size-
fits-all sort of thing. Still, when we ponder what our giving to the church is going to be, we
should take seriously these words of Jesus: “Y’all are the light of the world.” We must take
seriously that God is counting on us to make it a priority to give material sustenance to the
church’s work of letting the light of Jesus Christ shine clearly and truly in and for the world.
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A third way of working together as a church to become a clear and true window to the light of
Christ is through ecclesial fellowship. Your friendship with one another, fellowshiping in the
Spirit of Christ, sharing joys and concerns with one another, exploring similarities and
differences, comforting, encouraging, respecting, honoring, and appreciating one another as
Christ’s own beloved, and extending fellowship’s embrace also to strangers, even to enemies,
and especially to the poor and the oppressed and the imprisoned – engaging together as
Christ’s friends in activities such as these has an immense effect on the kind of window to
Christ’s light the church is able to be for the world. And, again, for those unable to be physically
present for such activities, remember: the togetherness that is the church is not just a physical
but also a spiritual togetherness – not just a visible but also a mystical y’all. Sometimes y’all
means literally hand-in-hand; sometimes y’all means mystically heart-to-heart.  Both belong to
the work that lets Christ’s light shine in and for the world. 

A fourth way of working together as a church to become a clear and true window to the light of
Christ is by studying and learning together. The faith of the church that lets the light of Christ
shine in and for the world joins desire for God with love of learning. It is faith whose encounter
with God turns life into a quest for understanding. Your very presence in the church’s regular
educational programs, in its special courses of study, and in the other opportunities for learning
that it sponsors or provides – and also what you regularly share with one another in the way of
insights, questions, quandaries, and provocations to deeper and more circumspect Christian
reflection – in a word: the theological conversation that you help keep going as part of our life
together – this has an immense effect on the kind of window to Christ’s light that the church is
able to be. And those unable to participate in person in that conversation and that quest for
understanding still can be provided with (and themselves should desire) ways of staying in
touch with the church’s commitment to being about faith seeking the kind of understanding that
lets Christ’s light shine clearly and truly in and for the world.

These four things – worshiping together, sharing money together, fellowshiping together, and
studying and learning together – are not the only things that go into the mix that lets the church
be the light of the world. These four things are, however, and they have been from the very
start, utterly crucial aspects of the church’s work of being the light of the world – utterly crucial
aspects of the church’s work of being how and where God’s word goes on shining into the world
and making itself known as a blessing for all the families of the earth.

(4)
In my sermon last Sunday and now in this sermon today, I have found myself inviting you to
ponder – intentionally and self-consciously to ponder – what being Christ’s church is about. 
Last Sunday, I went step by step through the order of worship that we follow here most Sunday
mornings. I asked you to ponder why each of these moments is there. I asked you to ponder
what our greeting is about, and our prelude, and our call to worship, and our singing, and our
confession of sin, our declaration of forgiveness, our offertory, our affirmation of faith, our
passing of the peace, our prayer for the Spirit, our scripture reading and sermon, our moment
of silence and time of prayer and of charge and benediction. I wanted to encourage you to let
all this become something that, when we do it, we keep in mind and take to heart why we’re
doing it. I wanted to encourage you, when we gather here to worship, not just to do these
things, but to do them attentive to how worship, in the words of Colossians 3:2-3, is purposed to
set our minds on things that are above and orient us toward the life that is hidden with Christ in
God.  And now, this morning, I have asked you intentionally and self-consciously to ponder
what it means for the church to correspond to Christ’s words, “You are the light of the world.”
Let me, in closing, suggest two reasons in particular why I find it important that we intentionally
and self-consciously ponder our order of worship and what it means to be this world’s light.
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For one thing, while it is to be hoped that what we do as Christ’s church will give the world good
reason to take favorable notice of what we are up to, and thereby to be moved to give glory to
God, still we need to remember that it is the tendency of the world to regard the church with
indifference – or with skepticism, doubt, and mistrust – or even with disdain, contempt, and
ridicule. Moreover, we are at a point in history where this worldly attitude toward the church is
on the verge of having a field day. Statistically speaking – which is to say: in terms of things
sociologically measurable through observation and surveys – the church in America is about to
become a relic of the past. At any rate, it is becoming a sociologically very different institution
than it was only a few decades ago.  Across America, membership in the church, financial
support of the church, participation in the church, and deference to church teaching, all of that
is in radical decline – with no sign in sight that this trend will be letting up anytime soon. In this
new situation of the church in America, it is all the more incumbent on us Christians to be able
to declare to one another and to the world: who and what the church is, what we as Christ’s
church believe, and what we are resolved to do (see the PC(USA) Book of Order, F-2.01). 

A second reason for pondering the nature and meaning of the church is one that has haunted
the church from the beginning. It is this: We need to be kept mindful that we actually are not yet
the church that Christ intends! We have not given ourselves over to working as purposefully
and perseveringly, or as graciously and generously, or as passionately and compassionately, or
as studiously and diligently, as Christ has called and equipped us to do. And even when
Christians do work together with commitment, verve, and concern, we keep falling into such
rancorous congregational and denominational disagreements that disunity and division call the
nature and meaning of the church severely in question. Moreover, even when we’re all at our
Christian best, we can’t stop being fallible creatures – creatures who are sometimes wayward,
who are frequently wrong, who are always prone to self-deception, and who are all too often
short on faith in God and lacking in godly courage. And it is important to stay mindful of that.
 
Moreover, it is fair to ask: Can such a church ever really be God’s chosen instrument for shining
Christ’s light into the world? Are we here at Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church (for example)
really God’s way of doing that?  Look at us here!  Do we look and sound like a people on a
mission from almighty God for the sake of all the world?

Remember, however: that’s just what repeatedly was said regarding God’s calling of the
children of Israel to be a light to the nations. The Israelites always seemed too small, too weak,
too insignificant, and too wayward to make a divine difference in the world. Yet what did God
have to say about that? This: “For now, how I work in the world will seem a great mystery to
you. My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are my ways your ways. And my ways include
precisely this: turning you into a light to the nations. I have chosen you to be a people through
whom my word shall shine forth into the world, making known my gracious will and loving way,
and thereby bringing blessing to all the families of the earth.”

As small, weak, insignificant, and wayward as we, Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church, may
seem, God is using us as a window to the light of Jesus Christ. Through the light that we, as
that window, are, God is out to bring blessing to all the families of the earth. That is, of course,
intimidating. It is a daunting task that we, as Christ’s church, are called to take up. It hardly
seems possible that the likes of you and me can be expected to embrace such a task.
Nevertheless, as audacious as it sounds to say it, we are what Jesus said: God’s light in and for
the world. 

May God grant us the wisdom and the courage that we need, ever more clearly and ever more
truly to become what we are: the light of the world. Amen.


