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Introduction 

Last Sunday was Candlemas – and at the Parish Communion service candles were lit to remind us 
that Jesus is the Light of the World, or in the words of Simeon “a light to lighten the Gentiles [that 
is, the nations].” 

This week the focus – or should I say, the spotlight – turns to his followers – that is, of course, us.  
For now, in today’s Gospel reading from Matthew 5, Jesus addresses his followers and describes 
them – that is, us – as “the light of the world”.   It’s one thing to look to Jesus as the light to guide us 
through life, to bring us love and joy and hope.  It’s another to find that Jesus is asking us to shine 
with his light in the world. 

As Jesus speaks to his followers about their witness to the world, he uses 3 images to describe 
them: 

You are the salt of the earth… You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be 
hidden. (Matthew 5:13-141) 

We have many phrases in English that use the image of light: 

Can you shed some light on this?  (Understanding) 

There’s light at the end of the tunnel. (Hope) 

Their faces suddenly lit up. (Excitement) 

Now he saw her in a new light. (Perspective) 

He’s finally seen the light! (Conversion) 

There are also phrases that use the image of salt: 

He’s worth his salt! 

You need to take this with a pinch of salt. 

She was a real “salt of the earth” type. 

The image of the city set on a hill may not have become a stock phrase in our language, but the 
meaning is obvious.  Just as a city set on a hill can be seen for miles around, so our light is to be 
seen by all, just as a lamp is to be put on a lampstand and not hidden under a bowl or “bushel 
basket”2. 

Each of us has different feelings about being the centre of attention, being “in the limelight”, with 
all the potential to be judged by others and compared with others.  Some revel in the attention; 
others prefer to melt into the background.  But whether we like it or not, each of us has an 
influence on the people around us, whether family, friends, colleagues or the people we meet in 
the shops, at the gym, or on the golf course, and if we use social media, the people who read our 
posts or the things we share.   What Jesus is calling us to do is to be aware of the influence we have, 
and to use it for the purposes of God’s Kingdom.   

 
1 All quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version  
2 This was a vessel for measuring wheat and other things 



Doing so sometimes involves a cost to ourselves. We may need to put the interests of others before 
our own. We may sometimes face criticism or ridicule.  But there are good reasons why we can 
exercise our influence with confidence that comes from our experience of God and our trust in him.   

These three words summarise my message today: Calling, Cost and Confidence. 

Calling 

The word “calling” is key to understanding what it means to be a Christian.  You don’t have to have 
a Damascus Road experience to be called by God.  Our baptism itself testifies to our calling. Later 
this morning I will baptise 2 children, and I will give each a candle, lit from the Easter candle, with 
the words “You have received the light of Christ; walk in this light all the days of your life.” And all 
the congregation will say, “Shine as a light in the world to the glory of God the Father.” 

Another word for calling is vocation. I don’t imagine that many people who stack shelves in a 
supermarket think of their job as a vocation.  But to be a teacher or a nurse or (dare I say it) a 
politician is very much seen as a vocation.  Those who follow these professions, and many others, 
do so because they want to make a difference for good in the lives of others.  

Similarly, being a Christian isn’t just about turning up on a Sunday or making a token effort to be 
nice to somebody, or popping the odd pound coin in a collecting box.  It’s about being motivated by 
a sense that your life has a purpose within God’s wider purposes for the world, and that God 
actually chooses to use each of us in some small way to bring encouragement, reconciliation, hope, 
healing, and sometimes rebuke, to the people around us and in the wider world. 

Cost 

I expect that word “rebuke” may have jarred with you.  We are all pretty comfortable with the idea 
of bringing comfort and hope to others. But God’s Word in the Bible can also bring challenges to 
our priorities, our values and lifestyles. And with this comes a cost. 

In our reading from Isaiah, the prophet was challenged to confront his people over their hypocrisy. 
There was plenty of religious worship and ostentatious fasting, but society was full of injustice and 
exploitation. Israel had been given a set of laws that were intended to embody love for God and 
love for neighbour, that made them distinctive among other nations. 

The Church today also has a prophetic role to play, speaking out against selfishness, greed, 
immorality and injustice.  As we recently commemorated the 75th anniversary of the liberation of 
the Auschwitz concentration camp in 1945, I’m reminded of the massive compromises made by 
many German churches during the Third Reich. Many Christians and church leaders kept quiet 
about the persecution of Jews and others by the Nazis, either through complacency or through fear. 
Only a few stood up to the oppression – church leaders like Dietrich Bonhoeffer3, and lesser known 
individuals and groups who protected and hid those who were being persecuted4.  Many of them 
paid the ultimate price for this.  Jesus warned people to count the cost before taking up their cross 
to follow him. 

We are called, not only as the Church corporately, but also as individual disciples of Christ, to shine 
with his light in a dark world. As we try to live out our Christian values, others may be challenged 
indirectly. At times we may even be called upon to have a quiet word with someone about 
something they are doing which is hurtful to themselves or to others.  We should never do this 
from a sense of superiority, or to try to make ourselves feel better.  But we should be prepared to 
speak the uncomfortable word when God prompts us to do so, or sometimes to make a public 
stand.  Most of us hate confrontation, but it may be just the “push” that someone needs to admit 

 
3 For more on these Church leaders see http://weimarandnazigermany.co.uk/confessing-church/#.Xj89CW52vbI  
4 See, for example, a recent article about one heroine at https://www.christian.org.uk/news/calls-for-memorial-to-honour-

christian-heroine-of-the-

holocaust/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+christianinstitute+%28The+Christ

ian+Institute%29 
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that they need to change, and they or others may be grateful to you for having had the courage to 
speak up. 

For most of us, though, most of the time, the cost of discipleship is not about risking conflict with 
others, but about facing the complacency and self-centredness in ourselves. What God is looking 
for from his people, says Isaiah, is not expressions of sympathy for the victims of war in Syria, or for 
the Muslims being brainwashed in detention centres in China, or for those making cheap clothes in 
sweatshops in India, but generous donations to relief agencies, letters of protest and changes in 
shopping habits.  Are we willing to tithe our income to help the poor, to pay more for ethical goods, 
to change our methods of transport to cut our carbon footprint?  Fine words and beautiful worship 
mean nothing if they do not come from people whose lifestyle and actions promote the values of 
the Kingdom of God. 

Confidence 

So what is it that will give us the confidence to live out our calling as disciples of Christ radically and 
wholeheartedly?  What will make us willing to bear the cost of following Jesus? 

To live boldly as a disciple of Jesus is not about thinking you know it all and you can save the world.  
It’s about knowing Jesus and trusting that he can save the world – and being willing to put yourself 
at his service. 

If you want to boost your confidence as a disciple of Christ, remember that it’s not about you – it’s 
about him. Read your Bible, especially the Gospels, and remind yourself who Jesus is, what he did 
and what he said. No one in human history has come close to Jesus in being able to show us, both 
by his amazing teaching and by his incredible example, what it means to know and love God and 
live a transformed life.  Be inspired by the example of saints down the ages who have lived out his 
teaching, who have brought transformation and healing to others, or who have been willing to 
suffer for their faith.   

Above all, as we come to this altar this morning, let us remember the sacrifice that Jesus made for 
us on the Cross, so that we could know the love of God and be “ransomed, healed, restored, 
forgiven” as the hymn puts it.   Jesus doesn’t ask of us anything that he wasn’t willing to do for us. 
He doesn’t ask us to shine with our own lights, but with his light. He is the Light of the World.  May 
his light shine in us, and through us bring light to the darkness of our world.  

 


