The First Christmas Lights #4

“The Growing Light of Christmas”

Matthew 5:14-16

Christmas is now past. The presents have been opened, the torn wrapping paper thrown away. The decorations will be removed and the tree is either taken out to the curb (if it is real) or packed away until next year (if it is not). Christmas music is (sadly) put away for another eleven months, as are scores of Christmas lights.


As much as I don’t like it, all this is necessary. The trimmings of Christmas should be put away, but the truth of Christmas should not. And so, as we conclude our series on the first Christmas lights, I want to focus our attention not on the original occasion that we mark at Christmas—the birth of Jesus Christ—but on the continuing effects of that historic event. Last week we considered Jesus Himself as the glorious Light of Christmas, or “the light of the world,” as He referred to Himself on more than one occasion. This Sunday we will reflect on the growing light of Christmas, or “the light of the world (part two),” if you will.


The passages in John’s gospel we examined last week are not the only occurrences of that phrase, “light of the world” in Scripture. There is another, found in    

Matthew 5:14-16, where Jesus tells His disciples,

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 before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.


Isn’t that incredible? Jesus describes His followers in the same way He describes Himself! What a wonderful privilege we have to carry on the mission Christ began!


This concept carries two connotations: first, that the world is indeed in darkness (despite its continuing claims to enlightenment!), and second, that Christ is Himself the light, whereas we as His followers are no more than pointers to and reflectors of Christ the Light. But in this way we bring the light to the world and the world to the light in a way that would not take place apart from us.


One other thought by way of introduction: The light does not call attention to itself. Richard Halverson, former chaplain of the U. S. Senate, writes,

Light serves no purpose of itself except to illuminate some​thing else. Actually, we take little notice of the light source unless it is inadequate. When it illuminates properly, we are least aware of it. Normally, we observe and pay at​tention to what is lighted, not the light itself.


“That’s all well and good,” someone might object, “but what does that really mean? How are we supposed to be ‘the light of the world’ in a practical way?” Glad you asked! I would like to point out three specific ways we are to be the light of the world and, if you’ve been here over the past few weeks, these truths might sound a bit familiar!

We are to be a Guiding Light 


First, we are to be a guiding light. Paul wrote in Philippians 2:14-16, 

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life…[emphasis added].


Just as the star of the first Christmas led the magi to the Christ child, so we as Christians are to shine in the darkness of our own world and bring others to Jesus. Warren Wiersbe writes, 

The world is dark, but Christians shine as bright lights. The world has nothing to offer, but the Christian holds out the Word of life, the message of salvation through faith in Christ. In other words, as we allow God to achieve this purpose in our lives, we become better witnesses in a world that desperately needs Christ.
 

Remember, the darker the night, the brighter the light appears.
 Amid this moral blackness, the children of God should stand out as stars at midnight.
 Of course, we ourselves are not the source of light; we merely reflect the light of Christ. (I sometimes wish Paul would have used the moon instead of the stars in his imagery here, since the moon merely reflects the light of the sun. But I am not about to second-guess the Holy Spirit inspired pen of the apostle!) 

We are called to shine—to light the way so that others might see the truth and come to Christ themselves. As someone has said, “It does little good to curse the darkness; one should light a candle.” Our motive is to illuminate the way of God for others, that by seeing our lives they may glorify God.
 John Stott comments, “I sometimes think how splendid it would be if non-Christians, curious to discover the secret and source of our light, were to come up to us and enquire: ‘Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I wonder what you are!’”
 

Is that how people respond to us?

On the other hand, 

If our behavior as God’s children does not differ from that of unbelievers, then we look just as “crooked and perverse” as anyone else, and instead of shining “as lights,” we leave the world as dark as we found it.
 


The star of Bethlehem no longer shines. But wise men still seek Him. May they see our lives as the guiding light to find the Savior!

We are to be a Gracious Light


Second, we are to be a gracious light, just as the angels who proclaimed the good news to the shepherds. Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:14-21, 

For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 


We are to be Christ’s ambassadors, proclaiming the good news of Christ to those around us. Stott points out,

Jesus is the light of the world. We cannot therefore keep him to ourselves. We dare not attempt to monopolize him. Christianity is inescapably and unashamedly a missionary faith. We are com​mitted to spread it. We cannot rest until every inhabitant of the globe has heard of him and God’s salvation in him. In this work every Christian has a part to play, whether by his witness, his prayers, or his gifts.


I’m sure you’ve heard this before—perhaps you have that passage from 2 Corinthians 5 committed to memory. But I want to focus on verse 16, “So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view.” What does that mean? What does it mean to regard a person “from a worldly point of view”? Basically that means looking at what a person can do for me—that’s the way the world views people. “What can you do for me?” is the first priority, whereas the Christian asks, “What can I do for you?”


We must beware of this mentality, even within the Church. I have heard many say about a person who may be wealthy or gifted, “Wow, what that person could do for the Lord!” (I think Paul would reply, “No, think of what the Lord could do for that person!”) And so many churches try to target certain people or audiences because of what they could do for the church. If you are wealthy, articulate, educated, or otherwise gifted, the red carpet is rolled out for you. Likely you will be put on the fast track for church leadership in one form or another.


But where does that leave the person who is not wealthy, articulate, educated, or otherwise gifted? More often than not, sad to say, they are left out in the cold. And that runs counter to the grace of God! Think of the shepherds outside of Bethlehem? They were despised by the culture as uneducated, uncouth, and unreliable. Yet God chose them as the first recipients of the good news! 


Remember, grace is all about giving what is not deserved to people who don’t deserve it. (In reality God’s grace is for everyone, for no one deserves His goodness, yet many think that they are good enough on their own.) As Christians, we need to be a gracious light, shining rays of Christ’s grace and love on those whom the world may cast aside as worthless.

We are to be a Glorious Light


Third, we are to be a glorious light, reflecting Christ’s nature in a dark world. We read in 2 Corinthians 3:18, “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.”  In our last message we saw Jesus Himself as the glorious light of Christmas, manifesting the glory of God in human form to the dark world of His time. Now we act as mirrors, reflecting the glory of God through our lives to the dark world of our time.


How does this happen? This verse says that we “are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory.” That word “transformed” is the Greek word from which we get our word “metamorphosis,” the process by which a caterpillar changes into a butterfly. Colin Kruse writes in his commentary, 

It is important to note that the changing into his likeness takes place not at one point of time, but as an extended process. The verb metamorphoumetha (‘we are being changed’) is in the present tense, indicating the continuous nature of the change, while the words [with ever-increasing glory] stress its progressive nature.
 


The only other places this Greek word is found in the New Testament is in the description of Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration, and also in Romans 12:2, where Paul speaks of our moral transformation (‘Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of your mind’).
 

I have mentioned on previous occasions that Christianity is a rescue religion, and this is true, but Christianity is also a reforming religion as well. It is all about change. Yes, it is true that we can come to God as we are, but the true Christian will not stay that way! We are to be changed from the inside out, allowing the Spirit of God to reform us in the image of Christ. And when we do this, His light will shine through us into the darkness of those around us. His glory will radiate through us. 


Genesis 1 records the creation of the universe. Verse two states that “the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep.” But in verse three,  “God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.”

That physical darkness serves as an apt metaphor for the spiritual darkness that persists in our world. In this way John begins his gospel speaking of Jesus,

In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it… The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.


As we saw last week, Jesus referred to Himself as “the Light of the world” on two occasions in the fourth gospel. Just as the created light in Genesis 1 dispelled the physical darkness, so the Light of the world dispels the spiritual darkness of sin in our lives.


But the story does not end there. Jesus called His disciples (which includes all believers of all ages) “the light of the world.” Paul explains how this happens in 2 Corinthians 4:6, “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.” God shines His light in our hearts, and that light is reflected to our dark world to bring others to Christ. Stott explains,

As the disciples of Jesus, we are not to conceal the truth we know or the truth of what we are. We are not to pretend to be other than we are, but be willing for our Christianity to be visible to all… Rather are we to be ourselves, our true Christian selves, openly living the life described in the beatitudes, and not ashamed of Christ. Then people will see us and our good works, and seeing us will glorify God. For they will inevitably recognize that it is by the grace of God we are what we are, that our light is his light, and that our works are his works done in us and through us. So it is the light they will praise, not the lamp which bears it; it is our Father in heaven whom they will glorify, not the children he has begotten and who exhibit a certain family likeness.


We are to be a glorious light by allowing His glory to reflect in us, so that others will find the light of Jesus Christ for themselves.


Yes, Christmas has come and gone for another year. Sometime soon it will be time to take down the tree and all the decorations and, yes, even the lights. But the true light of Christmas should never be put away or allowed to go out. For the light of Christmas has been growing for over two thousand years, and it is to keep growing until our Lord Jesus Christ returns and will again be the Light of the world.


You and I are the growing light of Christmas. We are to shine in our dark world so that others may come to the light of Christ. To do so, we must be a guiding light, pointing the way to Jesus; we must be a gracious light, reaching out to those who least deserve God’s goodness (for we fit that category ourselves); and we must be a glorious light, reflecting the character and love of God to a world that cannot see Him in the darkness of their ignorance and iniquity.

Perhaps you find yourself today living in the dark. You’ve celebrated Christmas for years, but you’ve never experienced Christmas yourself. You can have a Bethlehem experience as Christ is born inside you, and you are born again into a new life. Don’t let another year pass by in which you live in the dark. Come to the light. Live in the light. Reflect the light around you. And you can live in the joy of Christmas all year round…forever!

Jesus tells us, “You are the light of the world.”


Let it shine!
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