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Parables	  of	  the	  Kingdom:	  The	  Lamp:	  Mark	  4:21-‐25;	  Matt	  5:14-‐16	  
 
Most of us probably don’t experience really dark darkness in our every day lives.  Occasionally we 
might find ourselves up north or in other places of the world that have very little electric light pollution.  
Nighttime in those places is profoundly dark.  There isn’t any residual light from street lamps or office 
buildings or homes. And in those times, if you are without a flashlight or a lamp, you are likely to 
stumble about a fair bit just trying to get around.  
 
However, we generally don’t have a really good sense of what darkness actually looks like, simply 
because we don’t experience it very often, and so we need a robust imagination in order to understand 
the contrast between light and darkness that is often described in the bible.  And this is an imperative 
imaginative exercise, because dark and light are one of the primary metaphors to describe the spiritual 
state of humanity before God, and God’s responsive work of sending light into the world.  Light 
reveals, it gives knowledge of something that was hidden or in darkness, it opens up understanding, it 
shows the way, it uncovers.  Light is the metaphor that is most often used for revealing, showing, 
opening us to God’s work – his presence in the world, his rescuing us from oppression or idolatry or 
ignorance, establishing the kingdom which invites all to participate in the loving relationship between 
Father and Son, through the Holy Spirit.   But it is very hard for us to grasp the brightness of the light, 
when we don’t perceive our darkness to be very dark.   
 
The prophet Isaiah proclaims that Israel, God’s chosen and beloved people, have been called to be the 
light of the world – to reveal the goodness and glory of the God.  The world around them was dark 
indeed.  It was a world full of idolatry and the kinds of un-human behavior that goes along with that. It 
was a world of oppression and hate and conflict.  It was a world devoid of purpose and hope.  Even 
though much of the world lived in relative ignorance, going about their days like normal people do, it 
was a world at war with itself simply by virtue of the fact that it had turned away from God.  So God 
called and created a people (Israel) to be the ones through whom God would reveal his justice, peace, 
salvation, love, and hope into the world (Isa 42:6; 49:6).  They were to be a beacon of hope to the 
world, shining for all to see, lighting the way back to God.   
 
Unfortunately, the people who were supposed to be light-bearers had become part of the darkness.  
They had covered up the light with rules and regulations that only served to oppress people further and 
keep people in the dark.  Isaiah says that they had become a people who grope along a wall like the 
blind, groping like those who have no eyes (Isa 59:10). 
 
Think for a minute about the “light” references in the New Testament.  Perhaps the most well known 
are found in the gospel of John – “The light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not overcome it 
(1:5), I am the light of the world (8:12), those who walk at night stumble (11:10), I have come as light 
into the world, so that everyone who believes in me should not remain in darkness (12:46).   
 
At first glance, the wee parable about the lamp being hid under a bushel seems obvious.  And in a way 
it is.  In fact, we might wonder why Jesus wastes his time stating the obvious.  But given the 
background around the metaphor of light, the parable opens up considerably, and something new about 
God and his kingdom is revealed.  
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God sent his Son to be the light that Israel could not be. God sent his Son to become “Israel” – the 
means by which God would save the whole world.  That Jesus is the light of the world speaks of the 
way that Jesus makes God known, the way which Jesus points to the Father, the way that Jesus brings 
understanding about who God is, who we are, who we were created to be, and how we are to relate to a 
loving God.   
 
 
This is why it makes perfect sense for Jesus to say to his disciples that they are the light of the world.  
Jesus is the one who reveals God and God’s purposes for the world – because he is God. Jesus is the 
one in whom there is no darkness. Jesus is the one who draws people back into fellowship with God. 
Jesus calls his disciples to be the light because they already are the light (Matt 5:14).  He is describing 
what they already are simply by virtue of the fact that they, and we (the church) share in Jesus’ life as 
his body in the world.  Those who are in Jesus, and he in them, share in this “lighting” of the world.  
They share in becoming “Israel” – the beacon of hope that God sent into the world to draw all peoples 
back to him.  Because we are Jesus’ disciples and his body, we become the means by which the light of 
Christ can shine, lighting the way to the Father.  A rather important calling, don’t you think? 
 
Jesus’ description of his followers as light in the world spoke to them of two important things.  The 
first is that the calling of God on Israel to be His light to the World still stands.  God has continued to 
call and shape a people who will reveal him to the rest of the world.  All of Jesus’ disciples (past, 
present, and future) have become the new Israel – the children of Abraham – the people of God, and 
therefore the means by which God will continue to reveal his salvation and his kingdom in the world.  
Do you grasp the weight of this?  By extension, the church (all of us gathered here today, and all the 
others around the world who have gathered in Jesus’ name) are the effective light of God for the world. 
You are to shine Jesus’ light through you, pointing the way to God.  You are more than you think!   
 
This leads us to the second essential thing:  Since we are the means by which God has chosen to reveal 
his kingdom in the world (I know – why would God choose people like us regular folks to shed light on 
the kingdom he is establishing?), it makes absolutely no sense to pretend otherwise.  It makes 
absolutely no sense to cover up the that we are supposed to reveal to the world. In fact, covering up the 
light is antithetical to who we are as the church. 
 
But, humanity in general, and the church specifically, doesn’t exactly have a good track record for 
doing what makes sense in the kingdom world.  The purpose of the church is to shine the saving work 
of God in Jesus Christ, but we have occasionally lost track of that calling.   
 
One of the ways we lose track of our calling as light in the world is to forget that the purpose of light 
isn’t to draw attention to itself, but to reveal something else. When Jesus calls himself the light of the 
world, he dispels the darkness and brings understanding of God the Father, as he illuminates who God 
is. 
 
As the church experiences greater and greater decline, we tend to scramble around devising ways to 
draw attention to ourselves so that others would be “attracted” to us.  The church never exists for its 
own sake. It always and everywhere exists to point to Jesus, who leads the way to his Father.  And it 
points to Jesus as the savior of the world, as the Son of the Father, as the one through whom we come 
to really know God, love God, and enjoy.  The church is not simply to point to a Jesus who is a good 
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moral example to follow.  One of the reasons the attractional model of church will always fail over the 
long term is because it is always about getting people into the church, rather than about pointing to 
Jesus and the kingdom reign of hope, peace, love, justice, salvation, that he is establishing in the world.  
But how can we point the way to Jesus if we can’t get them in the door, you ask?  We are called to be 
the light of the world – not the world in here, but the world out there.  
 
Another way that we can sometime lose track of our calling to shine the light of Jesus in the world is to 
cover up what we’ve got, to keep it for ourselves, to put the bushel basket over the light so that no one 
else can see by it.  And we have a pretty good stock of bushels to use.  We cover up the light of Christ 
when we put conditions on it.  We cover up the light of Christ when our own fears of being “exposed” 
snuff it out. We cover up the light of Christ when we are more concerned about how we sound or 
appear to others, than we are about actually professing our faith in Christ and sharing the ways that 
God is working out his kingdom in our lives and in the world.  We cover up the light every time we 
take the easy road of being “good people” rather than the hard, long, and narrow road of discipleship.  
We cover up the light every time we reduce the gospel to good moral behavior rather than engaging in 
a life changing relationship with God.   
 
When Jesus’ disciples hide what we know to be true about who we are, the truth about the world, and 
the truth about God, and when we keep that knowledge for ourselves, we are unable to be the blessing 
to others that we were meant to be.  We are unable to be Abraham’s children, Israel, the people whom 
God has chosen to be the Lighthouse.  Blessed to be a blessing. 
 
In the world we live in, it’s easy to see our shortcomings with respect to being light in the world 
because the implications of these shortcomings are so glaring: war, unrest, uneven distribution of 
wealth, poverty, famine, broken relationships, children hungry for love and attention, corruption in 
government, abuse of power, misplaced and poorly managed anger, greed, gluttony, promiscuity in 
relationships – in a word – darkness.  But Jesus calls us the light of the world, and we are truly that 
light as we participate in the light and life of Jesus who is present in our midst, as we shed light on the 
truth of the gospel – that God has come into our midst in the person of Jesus Christ, made known to us 
by the Holy Spirit, in order to restore us into loving covenant communion with God and each other.  
 
This is the Good News.  The darkness does not overcome the light!  It doesn’t extinguish it.  It can’t 
put it out.  And the Light of Life, Jesus, has shown us, by his own life, how to shine his light in the 
world.  To put it plainly, we are light in the world when we practice the kind of discipleship which 
preserves the gospel, keeps human relationships from corruption, shines forth brightly in the darkness, 
restores authentic human community (which reflects the communion of Father, Son, and Spirit as a 
loving and self-giving communion), and helps to bring understanding of God and God’s kingdom in 
the world. In short, we are light when we are truly the church in the world – the church that bears 
witness (reveals) to the loving and faithful work of God to save us, restore us, reconcile us to himself 
and to each other.  By God’s Holy Spirit, who testifies to Christ in our midst, the church – this faith 
community – is blessed and enabled to be a blessing to others.  And we don’t do that by drawing 
attention to ourselves, but by lighting the way to the Father – who is Christ among us.   
 
It’s a bit of a mystery as to why God would choose to use such an assorted group of people to 
accomplish his kingdom purposes.  It’s a bit of a mystery as to why God would not choose a more 
efficient and effective means to reveal himself in the world. But this seems to be the way he has chosen 
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to reveal himself to the world and we would be wise to be what God has already called us and made us 
to be – the light of the world. 
 
We live in God’s kingdom house.  To us has been given the knowledge of the mystery of the kingdom 
of heaven.  We have been blessed with God’s very self, Jesus Christ, living with us, among us, in us by 
the power of the Holy Spirit.  Blessed to be a blessing to others.  So go and be light in the world. Don’t 
cover it up, but let it shine for all to see. Be a light in dark places, for by this many will see Jesus and 
the kingdom of heaven that he came to establish, and give thanks and praise to God, and little by little 
the darkness will be overcome by the light of God in Christ.   
 


