            





























Better To Light A Candle


�Matthew 5:14-16


        


�
 “BETTER TO LIGHT A CANDLE”





  (Matthew 5:14-16)





“Ye are the light of the world.  A city that is set on a hill cannot be hid.  Neither do men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house.  Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.”








These words probably form the greatest compliment ever paid to individual Christians.  Jesus compliments the Christian here by commanding him to be what He Himself claimed to be.  In John 8:12, He said, “I am the light of the world”; in John 9:5, He said, “As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.”  But here, He says, “Ye are the light of the world.”  He is demanding nothing less than that we should be like Himself!  Let’s examine His words with extreme care.





     I.  THE RUIN OF SOCIETY





First, Jesus points out in these verses the ruin of the world when left to itself.  In verse 13, Jesus has suggested that our world is in such a condition that it needs the particular thing that salt can bring to it — it is in a condition of decay; now, He suggests that our world is in such a condition that it needs the particular thing that light can bring to it — it is in a condition of darkness.  When He says that He and His followers are the light of the world, He is saying that the world in its own natural condition is engulfed in thick darkness.  And how tragically true that is!  In the Bible, darkness stands for fear, danger, ignorance, and sin.  The world is in darkness.





For one thing, it is a darkness of the mind.  It is mental darkness.  In Ephesians 4:18, the Bible speaks of men who “have the understanding darkened.”  This is the natural condition of Godless men.  Their mental processes are clouded by sin.  In II Corinthians 4:4, we read that “the god of this world (Satan) has blinded the minds of those who believe not, lest the light of the glorious Gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them.”  He “has blinded the minds” — they are in mental darkness concerning the truth.  And they are responsible for this condition!  The Bible plainly says that since “they do not like to retain God in their knowledge, God gives them up to a reprobate mind” (Romans 1:28).  Indeed, because they refuse to receive and believe the truth, God sends them strong delusions, that they should believe a lie (II Thessalonians 2:11).  Mentally, the world is shrouded in darkness.  





The darkness of the world is also moral.  When men live in sin, moral vision is destroyed.  In Isaiah 5:20, the Word of God speaks of those who call “evil good, and good evil.”  They are in such darkness that they cannot tell the difference between the morally bad and the morally good.  “They glory in their shame”; they boast about things they should be ashamed of (Philippians 3:19).  When men confuse the colors so that they cannot tell the difference between them, they are in darkness.  Morally, the world is in thick darkness.





�
Worst of all, the darkness that covers the world is spiritual darkness.  It is caused by rebellion against the will and way of Almighty God.  In Philippians 2:15, the Bible says that we Christians are to function “in the midst of a crooked and perverse nation, among whom ye shine as lights in the world.”  Notice the words that are used to describe the spiritual condition of men: “Crooked” — they can’t see straight, think straight, go straight, act straight — they are crooked; “perverse” — they are twisted, distorted, diseased, festering with corruption.  It is evident that a deep and frightening darkness has descended upon the souls of men.  During the blackout of London in the Second World War, a newspaper correspondent wrote, “The night was so dark that even the cats ran into each other.”  That would be a dark night, indeed!  Yet, a darkness far deeper and more desperate has settled upon our world.  In this darkness, Jesus said, Christians are to “do their thing.”





  II.  THE ROLE OF THE SAINT





Jesus also reveals in these verses the role of a Christian in this world of darkness.  “Ye are the light of the world,” He said.  Thus, He defined our task, our role in a dark world.  What is my main business as a Christian?





Light dispels darkness.  This is its first and most obvious work.  The only way to get rid of darkness is to thrust light into it, to flood it with light.  Wherever light shines, it always wins over darkness.  And there is no other way to get rid of darkness.  Darkness can be met, or matched, or mastered only by light.  God put His Christians in the world to drive away the mental, moral, and spiritual darkness.  George Fox, the great Quaker leader, said, “The world should be full of little bright spots where Christians are.  One individual Christian should light up the surrounding countryside for ten miles around him.”  In the presence of a Christian, spiritual darkness should take to its heels and flee away.  





On the island of Nguna in the New Hebrides Islands, there is a tombstone that marks the grave of the great missionary, Peter Milne.  Beneath the engraving of his picture, there is an inscription written by a native of the islands.  The inscription reads: “When he came, there was no light; when he died, there was no darkness.”





Light discloses things.  It reveals things.  Indeed, the Bible says, “Whatsoever doth make manifest is light” (Ephesians 5:14).  Light enables us to see.  A beautiful face is no fairer than an ugly face if we have no light.  It is in the radiance of a Christian’s light that the world sees.  It is our role as Christians to disclose the dangers of being and remaining without Christ.  





�
Several years ago, I watched on television the story of the life of Peter Marshall, the famous chaplain of the United States Senate.  As I recall, Marshall first became deeply conscious of divine purpose for his life one night when he was walking home on an unfamiliar pathway.  The night was stormy and the air full of fog and mist.  Suddenly, there was a flash of lightning, and the light disclosed that he was only a step away from the edge of a high cliff.  If he had fallen, it would have meant certain death, but the light revealed his predicament.  Even so, a Christian, by his mere presence and his warning witness is to reveal the danger of continuing in rebellious unbelief.  However, not only does light reveal danger, it also reveals the correct pathway and directs and guides men to pursue that pathway.  On the estuary of any navigable river we may see a line of lights that marks the channel for the ships to travel in safety.  An airplane pilot will rely greatly on the lights on the runway to make his approach for landing.  A light is something to make the way clear.  Imagine a city street without lights!  But far worse is a world without practicing Christians!  





A blind man walked down the street one night with a lighted lantern in his hand.  Someone said to him, “Why do you carry a lighted lantern?  You can’t see.  It doesn’t do you any good.”  “Oh, yes, it does,” he replied, “it keeps other people from stumbling over me.”  And if Christian people don’t carry a light down the streets of life men are going to stumble over them into everlasting night.  It is the role of a Christian to drive away spiritual darkness, to disclose spiritual dangers in the paths of men and warn them to avoid those dangers, and to reveal the correct pathway and guide men in walking in it.





    III.  THE RESPONSIBILITY TO SHINE





Finally, Jesus indicates that if we are to fulfill our assigned role, we must recognize and accept our responsibility as Christians.  Jesus summed up our basic responsibility in one word: “Shine!”  Sometimes we say, “I am only one person, and I am weak and limited.  What can I do about all this darkness that fills the earth?”  Jesus said, “Since you are light, just shine!”  There is nothing very spectacular about that.  It isn’t dramatic, but it is effective.  To “shine” is all that a light can do, but it is enough.  In Ephesians 5:8, the Bible says, “You were sometimes darkness, but now are you light in the Lord; walk as children of light.”  We are to shine.  But Jesus doesn’t leave us there; He goes further and tells us how to shine.





We are to shine naturally.  He said, “Let your light shine,” “allow your light to shine.”  He did not say, “Force it to shine,” but “let it shine.”  If you are Christian through and through, and don’t cover your light, it’s going to shine.  It is not for you to ignite the flame, to supply the oil, or trim the wick; your simple duty is to be sure Christ is alive within you and to guard against anything that may obstruct the outshining of the Life of God from your soul.  Allow your light to shine!  





Earl Marlatt, the dean of Boston University, told of taking his young nephew on a walking tour of the university campus one day.  When they entered the campus chapel, the light was streaming through the stained-glass windows that enshrined the figures of the Protestant saints.  Dean Marlatt said it occurred to him that a small boy might not know what a saint was, so he asked, “Son, do you know what a saint is?”  With his eye fixed on the colored windows, the boy replied, “Oh, yes, Uncle Earl, I know what saints are.  They’re the men the light shines through.”  Is God’s light able to shine through you?  If the light is in you, and you are transparently Christian, the light is going to shine through — naturally.





�
Then, we are to shine openly.  “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.”  Obviously, Jesus has a purpose in the salvation of His people that reaches beyond themselves.  No man is saved simply for himself.  Candles are not lit to be looked at, but that something else may be seen.  Remember, Jesus did not say, “Ye are the light of the church,” but “of the world.”  You are to shine “right in the middle of where you are,” however deep may be the darkness that surrounds you.  Jesus defines this open shining by the term, “good works.”  It must be underscored that it is not good words nor good intentions, but good works.  How often have our works put out the light instead of making it seen and known among men.  There is no substitute for good works!  By them we shine — and God is seen, recognized, acknowledged, and glorified!  





The famous British scholar and author, John Ruskin, sat on a porch one night in his later years, watching a lamplighter who, with a torch in his hand, was lighting the lamps on a distant hill.  The man himself could not be seen, but the lights would gleam as each one was lighted.  Ruskin said to his friend, “That is what I mean when I think of a real Christian.  He carries the light of Christ in him and with him, ignites others with that light, and when he departs, you can trace his course by the lights he leaves burning behind him.”  We are to shine openly.





We are to shine sacrificially.  Shining is not the easy thing it seems to be.  When anything shines, there is a price to be paid.  Wherever there’s light, there’s sacrifice.  Every kind of light involves self-consumption, self-sacrifice, self-giving; whether it is candlelight, or oil light, or gaslight, or electric light.  Whether it is a lamp, a torch, or a bulb, it must burn before it can shine.  In John 5:35, Jesus said of John the Baptist, “He was a burning and shining light.”  There can be no shining without burning; the burning must always precede the shining.  This was true of Jesus, also.  When He said, “I am the light of the world,” His own unique Self-sacrifice was involved.  Shining is expensive even when God supplies the power, for the wick must burn with the oil.  John shined in the dark heart and home of Herod, and it cost him his life.  Jesus shined into the darkness of this world, and it cost Him His life.  Are we ready to shine — even if it costs us everything?  Not until then can God use us to bless our world.





Remember, it is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness.***



































*** An addendum to the message.  I do not know where I found this story.  I only know that it was written by a popular author named Robert Fulghum.  You will be blessed, as I was, by the poignant power of one man’s light-reflecting influence.  Here is the account:





“ ‘Are there any questions?’  An offer that comes at the end of college lectures and long meetings.  Said when an audience is not only overdosed with information, but when there is no time left anyhow.  At times like that you sure do have questions.  Like, ‘Can we leave now?’ and ‘What was this meeting for?’ and ‘Where can I get a drink?’





�
The gesture is supposed to indicate openness on the part of the speaker, I suppose, but if in fact you do ask a question, both the speaker and the audience will give you drop-dead looks.  And some fool — some earnest idiot — always asks.  And the speaker always answers.  By repeating most of what he has already said. 





But if there is a little time left and there is a little silence in response to the invitation, I usually ask the most important question of all: ‘What is the Meaning of Life?’





You never know, somebody may have the answer, and I’d really hate to miss it because I was too socially inhibited to ask.  But when I ask, it’s usually taken as a kind of absurdist move — people laugh and nod and gather up their stuff and the meeting is dismissed on that ridiculous note.





Once, and only once, I asked that question and got a serious answer.  One that is with me still.  First, I must tell you where this happened, because the place has a power of its own.  It was in the country of Greece.





Near the village of Gonia on a rock bay of the island of Crete, sits a Greek Orthodox monastery.  Alongside of it, on land donated by the monastery, is an institute dedicated to human understanding and peace, and especially to rapprochement between Germans and Cretans.  An improbable task, given the bitter residue of wartime.





This site is important, because it overlooks the small airstrip at Maleme where Nazi paratroopers invaded Crete and were attacked by peasants wielding kitchen knives and hay scythes.  The retribution was terrible.  The populations of whole villages were lined up and shot for assaulting Hitler’s finest troops.  High above the institute is a cemetery with a single large cross marking the mass grave of Cretan partisans.  And across the bay on yet another hill is the regimented burial ground of the Nazi paratroopers.  The memorials are so placed that all might see and never forget.  Hate was the only weapon the Cretans had at the time, and it was a weapon many vowed never to give up.  Never ever.





Against this heavy curtain of cruel history, in this place where the stone of hatred is hard and thick, the existence of an institute devoted to healing the wounds of war is a fragile paradox.  How has it come to be here?  The answer is a single man.  His name is Alexander Papaderos.





A doctor of philosophy, teacher, politician, resident of Athens but a son of this soil.  At war’s end he came to believe that the Germans and the Cretans had much to give one another — much to learn from one another.  That they had an example to set.  For if they could forgive each other and construct a creative relationship, then any people could.  





To make a lovely story short, Papaderos succeeded.  The institute became a reality — a conference ground on the site of horror — and it was in fact a source of productive interaction between the two countries.  Books have been written on the dreams that were realized by what people gave to people in this place.





�
By the time I came to the institute for a summer session, Alexander Papaderos had become a living legend.  One look at him and you saw his strength and intensity — energy, physical power, courage, intelligence, passion, and vivacity radiated from his person.  And to speak to him, to shake his hand, to be in a room with him when he spoke, was to experience his extraordinary electric humanity.  Few men live up to their reputations when you get close.  Alexander Papaderos was an exception.





At the last session on the last morning of a two-week seminar on Greek culture, led by intellectuals and experts in their fields who were recruited by Papaderos from across Greece, Papaderos rose from his chair at the back of the room and walked to the front, where he stood in the bright Greek sunlight of an open window and looked out.  We followed his gaze across the bay to the iron cross marking the German cemetery.





He turned.  And made the ritual gesture: ‘Are there any questions?’  Quiet quilted the room.  These two weeks had generated enough questions for a lifetime, but for now there was only silence.  ‘No questions?’  Papaderos swept the room with his eyes.  So.  I asked.





‘Dr. Papaderos, what is the meaning of life?’





The usual laughter followed, and people stirred to go.  Papaderos held up his hand and stilled the room and looked at me for a long time, asking with his eyes if I was serious and seeing from my eyes that I was.


  


‘I will answer your question.’





Taking his wallet out of his hip pocket, he fished into a leather billfold and brought out a very small round mirror, about the size of a quarter.  And what he said went like this:  





‘When I was a small child, during the war, we were very poor and we lived in a remote village.  One day, on the road, I found the broken pieces of a mirror.  A German motorcycle had been wrecked in that place.





‘I tried to find all the pieces and put them together, but it was not possible, so I kept only the largest piece.  This one.  And by scratching it on a stone I made it round.  I began to play with it as a toy and became fascinated by the fact that I could reflect light into dark places where the sun would never shine — in deep holes and crevices and dark closets.  It became a game for me to get light into the most inaccessible places I could find.





‘I kept the little mirror, and as I went about my growing up, I would take it out in idle moments and continue the challenge of the game.  As I became a man, I grew to understand that this was not just a child’s game but a metaphor for what I might do with my life.  I came to understand that I am not the light or the source of the light.  But light — truth, understanding, knowledge — is there, and it will only shine in many dark places if I reflect it.





�
‘I am only a fragment of a mirror, and broken at that.  Nevertheless, with what I have I can reflect light into the dark places of this world — into the dark places in the hearts of men — and changes will occur in some things and in some people.  Perhaps others will see and will join their fragmented, broken mirrors with mine.  This is what I am about.  This is the meaning of my life.’





And then he took his small mirror and, holding it carefully, caught the bright rays of daylight streaming through the window and reflected them onto my face and onto my hands folded on the desk.





Much of what I experienced in the way of information about Greek culture and history that summer is gone from memory.  But in the wallet of my mind I carry a small round mirror still.





Are there any questions?”















































