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It falls to me in this series of retreat speeches to address the “How” of letting our light shine. Our 

focus is actually quite narrow, because we want to look at that little word “so” in our theme text: “Let 

your light SO shine before men....” That word points us to the “how,” for it means “thus, i.e., in this 

manner or way.” That “so” points back to verse 15, where Jesus said that we are not to hide our light 

under a bushel but are to put it on a candlestick, i.e., to let it shine prominently, publicly, and 

promiscuously. And that “so” also looks forward to the rest of v.16, where Jesus instructs us to let our 

light shine that men may see our good works and glorify our Father in heaven. This, then, is how we let 

our light shine. 

As we consider more carefully this “how” of letting our light shine, we have to look at some of the 

sins and weaknesses that we manifest with regard to this calling. There’s the negative of the “how,” 

which is our first point. Then, secondly, we need to look at the “how” positively. How (in what way) 

exactly do we go about being the light of th world and letting our light shine? And thirdly, we must 

consider the “how” of possibility. How CAN (is it possible that) we fulfill this calling? 

 

I. How, Negatively—Dealing with Our Sins/ Weaknesses 
Letting our light shine has to do with our Christian witness before the world. The point of Jesus’ 

admonition is clear to all of us. As believers by God’s grace in Christ, we ARE the light of the world. 

And light exists to shine, to give off its light, to radiate in the midst of darkness. That is evident from 

any instrument of light we find and use, for example, a lighthouse here on the Atlantic Ocean shore. It 

is the purpose and meaning and value of light that it shine. Therefore, as the light of the world, that’s 

what we are in the world for as Christians, to shine in the midst of the darkness. 

By our walk (“your good works”) and by our words we are to reveal our Christian identity, showing 

forth God’s grace in Jesus Christ, the kingdom life we have been given and brought into (the broader 

context of our passage). In reality, that is simply letting CHRIST Himself shine through us, because He 

is THE Light of the world (Jn. 8:12) and He is in us by faith. HE is the Light that must be seen in this 

dark world. HE is the One Who must be evident as we go about our callings in the world. 

When we consider the contrast between ourselves and the world (light vs. darkness), it should be an 

easy thing to let our light shine. The world of unbelieving people is darkness. They live in the realm of 

sin and under Satan. They are full of spiritual ignorance and immorality, decay and death. They are lost, 

not knowing the way. They wander about, stumbling and falling down in their willing darkness. And 

here we are the light of that world. The ONLY light in this darkness that surrounds us. The only people 

with the truth—concerning God and concerning all things. The only ones who really know who we are, 

what life is about, and where we are going. The only ones with moral purity and holiness, knowing 

how to live rightly in every sphere and relation of life. The only people with real life, fellowship with 

God, eternal life now and the hope of it for the future! 

To shine out as Christians, therefore, should be a cinch. Not to be seen and noticed as God’s light in 

the world should be as absurd as someone not seeing the sun when it rises on the creation! The shining 

of our light should be as brilliant as the sun in the heavens, so that no one is unclear about who and 

what we are. 

And yet, reality is, that our light is not so bright; our witness is not so clear and sharp, so powerful 

and bold. The world of darkness cannot always see us; they often do not know we are God’s light. So if 



we ask ourselves, “HOW are we shining as the light of the world?”, we have to answer honestly, “Not 

very well!” 

To some degree and in many ways we are shining. We do not want to be so negative that we take 

away from that. I believe that, in general, we are known as Christians. But still, blatant weaknesses and 

sins are evident in our lives in terms of letting our light shine. We are far too often a city on a hill that is 

hid, verse 14. We DO hide our light, putting the candle of Christ’s light in us under a bushel, verse 15. 

Sadly, many people at work and school and in our neighborhoods do not know who we are. They do 

not know that we are different, how we are different, why we are different! 

Why is this? Because we are not letting our light shine, obviously! That is why Christ has to 

admonish us as He does here. But we need to look at this closer and go deeper into the causes of this 

sin and weakness. There are many reasons why we do not let our light shine as we ought. We will focus 

on the major ones. 

First, let’s face the fact that we are simply not behaving as we should. We are not being 

distinctively Christian before the world in thought and word and deed. We have become spiritually 

complacent and careless, spiritually lethargic and lazy. We have through negligence forgotten who we 

are—the light of the world! We are not maintaining our Christian worldview and expressing it boldly. 

We are not exposing the folly and wickedness of the world’s viewpoints and lifestyle. Too often we 

keep our minds and mouths shut to the blatant darkness about us. Which is to say, we are not living 

antithetically as we should. We want to blend in, not stand out, so that is how we act—like the world! 

We dress like the world; we talk like unbelievers; we adopt their work- ethic; we entertain ourselves 

like they do. Instead of walking in good works, we walk in bad works. We know it, but we must also 

know this is wrong! In humble honesty, we must confess and repent of these sins. 

In the second place, what we have just mentioned is also rooted in certain things, such as FEAR. 

We are afraid of what people will think of us; we fear rejection and reproach; we are afraid of losing 

position and favors in the world, maybe even our jobs. And, we are ASHAMED of who we are, 

ashamed of our beliefs and teachings and practices. Ultimately, we are ashamed of our Lord Himself. 

These things too are wrong, and must be confessed and repented of. 

In the third place, we are also good at making excuses as we try to justify our weak witness. For 

example, we argue, “I’m naturally shy and reserved; I can’t open up to people.” Or, “My witness is a 

quiet one,” when we are really hiding behind hiding our light. Or, “I’m living antithetically, and that 

means I must not talk to people; so I just ignore them.” Or, “I don’t want to cast my pearls before 

swine.” Do these excuses sound familiar? These too are wrong! We need to quit making excuses! Are 

we going to shine or not?! 

In the fourth place, sometimes we simply do not take advantage of opportunities. We miss out on 

occasions to witness through sheer negligence. Or we do not feel confident about speaking up to and 

before people; we are unprepared to witness to unbelievers, so we say nothing. Perhaps we have been 

sheltered from the real world and do not know how to talk to them where they are at. We need to learn 

from and correct these weaknesses and strive to do better! 

Still more, in the fifth place, the reason why we do not let our light shine is that we are not 

THANKFUL enough for what we have been made in Jesus Christ. We are not sufficiently grateful for 

our deliverance from the kingdom of darkness and into the kingdom of light and life. We are not 

properly motivated by glory for God because of His amazing grace to us, verse 16; I Peter 2:9. We need 

to increase in gratitude and in the desire to show forth the praise of our heavenly Father. More and 

more we need to ponder our salvation and the great mercy of God to us in His Son. 

Finally, the main reason we are not shining as we should in this world is that we are not living close 

to THE Light, Christ? Is our light weak and dim because we have not been abiding in Christ and 

drawing from the Source the strength we need to shine? Do we live close to our Savior? Are we into 

His Word? Do we pray faithfully? Are we diligent in all the means of grace? We know what the 

answers are to these questions, and they too put the finger on the problem with our faint lights. 



 

II. How, Positively—Looking at the Way to Fulfill This Calling 
Next we must look at the positive of this “how.” And we should remember that Matthew 5:16 is an 

admonition from our Lord. It is not an option for us, to do or not to do. It is His command to us. The 

Light charges us as light to shine. Christ leads the “charge of the light brigade!” For as the Light of the 

world He let His light shine perfectly and publicly when He came into the world. Therefore, we too 

must let our light shine. This is a matter of being and living in the kingdom of God and heaven. Not to 

do this is to disobey the King of His kingdom and to expose ourselves as unfit for the kingdom. So we 

must put away our sins, our weaknesses, our excuses, and let our light shine (Rom. 13:12ff). 

Let’s keep before us what this calling means. It means to be a Christian—everywhere, in every way, 

and toward every one! No matter where we are, what we are doing, whom we are relating to, show 

Christ! Be yourself! That is, act in harmony with what you are—LIGHT! Manifest the traits of the 

kingdom as Christ sets them before us in the opening of this chapter! Live thankfully and obediently! 

This is where that “SO” in the text is so important. As we already pointed out, that looks back to 

verses 14 and 15 first of all. There the emphasis falls on fulfilling the purpose of your existence as a 

Christian. Be a city that cannot be hid! (Like the great city of New York that we toured.) Be a candle set 

on a candlestick! 

We can be more specific. That light in us consists of three things: true knowledge (II Cor. 6:4), 

holiness (I Jn. 1:5), and new life (Jn. 8:12). If this is what the light in us is, then this is what has to 

come out in our walk and in our talk. True knowledge of God, holiness, and life in Christ must shine 

forth at home and work, in school and church, in recreation and leisure. That word “SO” also relates 

here. It also looks ahead to the rest of verse 16. Here the emphasis is on our good works done before 

men. That does not exclude the witness of our mouth to people. But Jesus wants to bring out especially 

our deeds done to and before the people of this world. What deeds? How we go about our work; what 

language we use when we are around Christians and unbelievers; how we use Sunday; what music we 

listen to; how we use our leisure time, etc. Every deed we do, every task we perform. 

In this connection, we also want to treat the ‘how’ of what MEANS we must be using to let our 

light shine, the things we must use to have a faithful and strong witness before men. For we must 

remember that we are not independent lights shining by ourselves. We are not like the sun but like the 

moon in this respect. Christ is the Sun, THE Light. He is the Source and power of our shining. 

Therefore, we have to be abiding in Him and walking in Him in order to shine. The Scriptures bring 

that out in John 12:35, 36 and I John 1:7. 

That involves using the means of grace diligently. We must be busy in the Word, preached and read, 

studied alone and with others. From that Word we gain the knowledge of the way of light; we receive 

admonitions, promises, and warnings (Ps. 119:105,130). And through the Word we are truly put in 

touch with the Light, Jesus Christ. Along with the Word, we must be diligent in prayer. Daily we must 

call upon our Father in Christ, seeking His help and grace to shine powerfully and publicly. And, we 

need to be fervent in Christian fellowship, seeking the blessing and strength of Christian friends. That’s 

why a retreat such as this is such a blessing to us who attend and make good use of it. In this way, using 

these means, we will grow brighter and brighter, even unto the perfect day, Proverbs 4:18. 

 

III. How, Actually—Considering the Possibility 
Finally, we also need to consider the other meaning of the word “how.” How is it possible for us to 

carry out this calling? Together, we concede that this is a difficult calling. We are well aware of our sins 

and weaknesses. We know that our Lord holds us to a high standard, even Himself and His perfect life 

of shining in darkness. We must even confess that this is IMPOSSIBLE for us to fulfill in and of 

ourselves. We can talk about all we must do and ought to do, but all of this is impossible without God’s 

GRACE, without the saving help of Jesus Christ, THE Light of the world, without the work of the Holy 

Spirit in our hearts and lives. 



It is important to remember that it is in the realm of GRACE that Jesus’ teaching puts us here in 

Matthew 5. He is speaking about life in the kingdom of God. He is describing those who are in that 

kingdom, how they look and behave, what they believe and practice. But how did these people become 

such? How did they get into the kingdom of heaven? How did we enter it? Only by God’s GRACE! 

Not by what we willed and did, but by what God willed and did! In Christ His Son and through His 

Holy Spirit. 

If that is true (and it is!), then how are we going to live in that kingdom and fulfill its 

responsibilities? How are we going to obey this command to let our light shine? By our own willing 

and working? By our human grit and determination? There is no question that we must will to do this, 

and must put forth every effort to shine. But if we do not rely on God and His grace, we may be ever so 

busy, yet all our laboring will all be in vain. 

So, it comes down to this: striving by grace to be faithful to this calling (Phil. 2:12, 13). Seek that 

grace in prayer daily; ask God for the help you need, the specific help and strength. Continue to follow 

Christ as your Light. Then we will shine, brightly and boldly in this dark world. Then men will see our 

good works, and God will be glorified in and through us. ❖ 
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