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Missionary friends in South Africa recently said that their country’s electricity crisis had reached disastrous proportions. Blackouts, often for hours at a time, have created havoc in business and government. Traffic light failures translate into congestion, rage, and accidents. Power outages have brought panic to laptop and cell phones owners—or even to those who do the laundry. It could take five years to fix!

The appearance of Jesus had fulfilled a 700-year old prophecy about energy shortage:  “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned” (Isaiah 9:2).  The early church tied into the same divine supply and kept the light shining for several centuries. 

But the church danced with the darkness, and the world stumbled in the black of night.  During this time, which historians call the Dark Ages, Islam was birthed and grew wildly. The church’s deception meant the world’s demise. Periodically, the light prevailed, but more as a flicker than a flame. The Reformation brought the light shining again in a way not seen for centuries.

But many Christians still do not understand the nature of the energy crisis and how it can be solved. They remain as baffled as South Africans. Some see the best solution as the return of the Son of Man, but that doesn’t answer the world’s need, only theirs. Should government leaders in South Africa flee to Hawaii and leave the country to flounder? Hardly a long-term solution.

Jesus gave the secret to the energy crisis in one of His earliest sermons. “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” (Matthew 5:14-16).  Hear His divine strategy for the global energy problem.

“You are…”  Jesus could have said, “You ought to be.”  Or “You could be if you made these changes. Jesus made a statement of fact. He spoke in the indicative mood rather than in the subjunctive—what is rather than what might be.  Jesus also said, “I am….”  “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12).  He was a light in a different way than we are.  John wrote, “In him was life, and that life was the light of men” (John 1:4). We are not lights by nature but only by His creation, much like the moon shines only because of sunlight. Jesus could say, “You are…” because He also said, “I am…”  

Some religious groups believe that we intrinsically possess a divine light, that we only need to discover its presence. This makes sin a non-issue and the cross unnecessary. Just encourage people to be what they are and everything will be fine. But the world does not appear fine. We must be taken out of the darkness and into the light to begin shining. Paul wrote, “You were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light” (Eph. 5:8).

Knowing that truth makes shining easier. Shining proves my identity.  Because of the light of Christ within, I have an energy source that allows me to shine with the same ease that a light bulb shines because it is connected to a power source. It shines by nature.  

Identity determines behavior.  You do what you are, not just what you ought.  He makes a statement, not to be argued or debated but to be received and lived out. 

“You are the light…”  He might have said, “You are--losers, “ or “You are--coming along.”   Instead He proclaimed vigorously, “You are the light...”  What a radical declaration.  God has chosen to shine in the world through people.  It is the nature of light to make vision possible.   “A city set on a hill cannot be hid.” We must do something unnatural for light not to shine.  As Jesus says, we don’t take a light and put it under something.  It is not so much a matter of learning how to shine as it is a matter of not doing something unnatural. So we could say by application that witnessing (shining in the darkness) is more a matter of unlearning how not to do it than learning how to do it. And keep in mind that Jesus was speaking corporately. I could not say, “I am the light of the world.” That is for Jesus to say. But we are! The “you” is plural. Courage or relational.

“You are the light of the world.”  If we are the light of the world, the world without us lives in a blackout. Then we need to be in the world to give light to the world. Some people are so concerned about the world influencing them that they withdraw from the world and shine their light in each other’s faces. Light does not fear the darkness; it overcomes the darkness. Many Christians fear the world, so they retreat into Christian ghettos and delegate to God the business of impacting the world.

Jesus asked the Father, “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it” (John 17:15,16).  A friend once said,  “We are called to be in the world but not of it.  Too often, Christians are of the world but not in it.” Ironically, those who separate themselves from the world become worldly.

I was once asked by a Christian lady whose husband wanted to rent their apartment to a Moslem family about the possible influence on her children.  I responded, "It’s not a fair fight.  Light always wins over darkness.” I quoted from John 1:5, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  She relaxed when she understood the aggressive nature of light. God’s first statement into a dark universe was “Let there be light.”  Darkness is the absence of light. When you open a closet door, light streams into the closet rather than darkness streaming out into the lighted room.

However, if we forget our identity by mixing with the darkness, we lose.  If we do something unnatural for light, such as hiding a lamp under a bed or joining in with the darkness (like compromising our morals), we will be overcome by the darkness.  So Paul tells believers, “Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them” (Ephesians 5:11). When God created light, He separated the light from the darkness.  We do the same.


Jesus postured His teaching in a positive and negative way for emphasis.  Positive: a city on a hill cannot be hid. Negative: don’t put a light in a cellar or under a bed. If I embrace darkness, I join with the enemy, because “God is light; in him there is no darkness at all” (John 1:5).  Salvation calls us from darkness to light (1 Peter 2:9). But when the church tolerates the darkness, or worse yet, embraces the darkness, it brings on a serious global energy crisis, because the church is the world’s only power supply.


“Let your light shine before men…”  That is what light does—it shines. We do what comes naturally. It is like Mary responding to the announcement that she would have a child supernaturally, “Let it be….”
 The arena is “before men.”  People are our business. The church does not exist for itself like a cloistered community. Meetings to determine how many pews to purchase may be a good means to the end, but don’t call it the end. The Church is deceived when it thinks that maintenance is organically related to mission. Jesus defined the mission:  “Let your light shine before men.”  

So one church in Colorado decided, “We need a fifth of our people to do the maintenance and training so that four-fifths can do the ministry—out there.”  And they released their people to be priests—to have prayer meetings at school, noon Bible studies at their businesses.  They helped them come up with projects—small groups in apartment buildings, and community classes on child-rearing, things “before men.” Radical. 

“…that they may see your good works…”  It is easier to see the Gospel than to hear it.  We have concentrated on declaring it rather than demonstrating it.  David Yonghi Cho told his congregation, “Don’t say a word until they ask. Show your love by deeds of kindness, then tell them when they ask you. Catch the order. When they see it, they will hear it.  “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.”  Good works are initially often more effective than good words. The works of Inner-City Church of Minneapolis can be seen, because the people there give away clothes and furniture to needy folks in their community.  That visible love has touched hundreds, who now worship with them on Sunday.
“…and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”   Things happen when people see the light.  “Nations shall come to your light,” said the prophet (Isaiah 60.3).  We witness so they can worship. The Father wants more children loving Him back. When we shine as lights in the world, people in the world will end up worshiping the Father, like they are doing at ICCM.  The missionary prayer that rises from the psalmist is, “May the peoples praise you, O God; may all the peoples praise you” (Ps. 67).  The pastors of ICCM didn’t hold a class on how to have a food and clothing shelter.  It seems like the natural thing to do to help people who didn’t have what they had.  So if people need a toaster, they can get one free at ICCM.  Then something within them says, “These people care.”  When they ask about it, they hear about a Father in heaven who cares.  Some of them say, “Sounds good to me.”

And the energy crisis in Minneapolis is diminished as another light begins to shine in the darkness.  Multiply that in every city, suburb, and rural community, and you are solving the global energy problem. Jesus has given us the strategy; let’s work it.

Some things to help the energy crisis: 1. Do things together. Two lights are stronger than one; courage is corporate. 2. Try to expose the darkness without getting angry. Nothing exists more positive than light, and nothing is more negative than darkness. 3. Stay in the light. Don’t mix with the darkness. 4.  It is easy to get stuck feeling guilty about not witnessing with your mouth. Find something you enjoy doing that allows you to let your light shine. Do little things to make a big difference.  Have a neighbor over, invite an international student to church or your home, pray for someone who is sick, write out your story and mail it to friends, pray for someone for a month, open your Bible at work, collect food in your neighborhood for the poor, like our young adults do. 

Jesus knew about the crisis in energy. It did not confuse Him as it has the leaders in South Africa. We will do well to hear and heed His clear instructions. Doing it His way brings His results.

