
 
  1 
 

“God’s Light Experiments” Mt. 5:13-16; Jn. 3:19-21, 8:12; Phil. 2:14  

5/24/15 

 When I was a kid I liked doing all kinds of science experiments- 

chemistry, physics, electricity (yes, kids, they had it back then!), electronics, 

flight, etc.  Some of the experiments worked, and some of them didn’t, and 

there was the occasional explosion that rocked the basement!  My mom 

told me later that I was a very “interesting” child.  I also did experiments 

with light- prisms, magnification, and reflection, to name a few.  

 Light is mentioned frequently in the Bible, beginning with the third 

verse of Genesis where God says, “Let there be light!  And there was light.”  

Later, light was used as an important metaphor, as when Israel was called 

to be a light to the nations.  Jesus continues the use of light as a metaphor 

in this well-known passage.  “14“You are the light of the world. A city built on 

a hill cannot be hid. 15No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel 

basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16In the 

same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your 

good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.” (Matt. 5:14-16) 

 Jesus says we are like light.  And light is meant to shine out.  How?  

Jesus says that our good works are like light in the world.  We’ll say more 
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about good works later, but for now I’d like to take a minute to reflect on the 

problem that makes light so necessary in our world.   

Listen to Jesus’ words in John chapter 3, verse 19.  These words 

follow the more famous ones in John 3:16 & 17 which begin, “For God so 

loved the world that he gave his only Son…”  Then we come to verse 19. 

19And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and 

people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. 

20For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their 

deeds may not be exposed. 21But those who do what is true come to the 

light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in 

God.” (John 3:19-21) 

 Jesus sees the world as a dark place.  It’s dark because of the reign 

of sin in individual lives and in the institutions of our world and society.  The 

sad fact is that many people don’t want the light that God is bringing into 

the world, because it illuminates the selfish ways they are living.  And if 

their ways were exposed, they would have to change, and they don’t want 

to do that.  Think of the darkness reigning in places like North Korea, where 

a totalitarian, repressive regime continues to oppress its people, keeping 

them in grinding poverty, while the leadership amasses fortunes.  In places 

like Syria, Iraq, and Sudan where average people just want to raise their 
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families in peace, but are forced to flee warring armies and murderous 

movements.   

 And we’ve got our own darknesses, don’t we?  Our country tolerated 

the enslavement of African Americans for hundreds of years and 

suppressed the basic rights of the same people until quite recently.  We’ve 

sometimes been too willing to use force to impose our will around the 

world.  And those with wealth have always exerted tremendous political 

power in our country, and have sometimes been able to cheat to amass 

even more wealth.  Just this past week, the Justice Department announced 

that a 5.7 billion dollar fine had been levied against 4 large U.S. banks that 

had been involved in manipulating currency exchange rates.  You and I pay 

for this kind of cheating, and these banks got away with it until someone 

shined a light in the darkness, by reporting it.  (George Margulio and Ron 

Hankey assures me that ACNB was not one of those banks!)   

 Darkness reigns in our world in many places and, most significantly, 

in every human heart.  That’s why the coming of the light into the world was 

absolutely essential.  Of course, that light was Jesus himself.  “Again, 

Jesus spoke to them saying, ‘I am the light of the world.  Whoever follows 

me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.”  (Jn. 8:12)  

Jesus’ earlier statement that that we are the light of the world needs a little 

clarification to be completely accurate.  We are not the source of the light; 
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we are simply reflecting the light of Jesus Christ into the dark places of our 

world. 

 When we think of reflected light in the physical universe, we notice 

that reflected light is always dimmer than the light source itself.  Think of 

the sun and the moon.  On a very dark night the moon can appear to be 

very bright, but it is nothing compared to the sun, the source of light that is 

being reflected off the moon.  The light of Jesus is found in his teachings 

and in the example of his life.  We reflect that light as we follow his 

teachings, shining light through our words and example into the dark 

places.  Christians have done that throughout our history.   

For example, way back in the fourth century there was a strange little 

Asian monk named Telemachus.  He spent most of his adult life in a quiet 

remote community, praying, studying, and raising vegetables.  One day he 

felt the Lord calling him to go to Rome, the political center of the world, and 

the busiest, wealthiest city in the world.  So he went.  He didn’t like what he 

found there.  People were preoccupied and angry and noisy.  They were 

also violent.  On one occasion the bewildered monk found himself swept 

along in a large crowd on its way to the coliseum, where gladiators fought 

and killed one another for no other reason than to amuse the crowd.   
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 After watching this spectacle in horror, he could stand it no longer, so 

he ran and jumped on top of the perimeter wall and shouted, “In the name 

of Christ, stop!  Stop this now!”  No one listened.  They kept applauding the 

fighting as it went on.  Finally, the monk jumped onto the sandy floor of the 

arena and began dashing between the fighters, imploring them to stop in 

the name of Jesus.  It must have been a comical sight, the small robed 

monk, running frantically around the arena floor, having absolutely no 

effect.  But as he continued his mission, the fighters and crowd both 

became irritated with him, and the crowd began to shout for the gladiators 

to kill him.  Finally, one of them tired of the antics of the interfering monk 

and slashed him with his sword.  As the monk lay dying on the sand, he 

gasped out once more, “In the name of Christ…stop this.” 

 Then a strange thing happened.  The crowd became quiet and the 

gladiators ceased their fighting and looked at the still, small figure lying 

before them.  One by one, people in the crowd began to leave until the 

huge stadium was emptied.  There were other forces at work, of course, 

but that innocent figure lying in a pool of blood crystallized the opposition, 

and that was the last gladiatorial contest every held in Rome.  Never again 

did men kill each other for the entertainment of the crowd. 

 Telemachus shone a light on the dark practices of his day and it 

made a difference.  So did William Wilberforce, a Christian who brought 
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about the end to slave trading in Britain, like Christian abolitionists helped 

to do our own country.  So did Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., who helped 

prick the conscience of our nation, regarding civil rights for all our citizens.  

These people accomplished great things, sometimes over the course of 

their entire lifetimes, shining light in the midst of darkness in the name of 

Jesus Christ. 

 But sometimes, small deeds can shine light, too.  I’m reminded of 

these words from Phil. 2.  14Do all things without murmuring and arguing, 

15so that you may be blameless and innocent, children of God without 

blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, in which you 

shine like stars in the world. (Phil. 2:14-15)  Paul calls these believers in 

pagan Philippi, Greece to shine like stars in the darkness by doing what?  

Performing great acts of courage?  Offering themselves as martyrs?  No.  

He tells them to stop fussing with each other!  Perhaps the residents of 

Philippi were particularly contentious, so that the presence of Christians 

who got along with one another and refrained from complaining about each 

other made them stand out from the rest of the world.  Little rays of light. 

 And sometimes small rays of light can make a huge difference.  

Desmond Tutu was a South African Anglican bishop who helped lead the 

fight against apartheid in that country.  He cast the light of Jesus Christ on 

that abhorrent practice and helped the country move peacefully into a post-
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apartheid era.  He won a Nobel peace prize for his efforts. Once, Tutu was 

asked, “What were the formative experiences that shaped your life, the 

experiences that enabled you to do what you have done?”  He replied, 

“One incident comes to mind immediately.  When I was a young child I saw 

a white man tip his hat to a black woman.  Please understand that such a 

gesture was completely unheard of in my country.  (Black people had no 

dignity or value there.)  The white man was an Episcopal bishop and the 

black woman was my mother.”  A small act, but it gave the future bishop 

and reformer a vision of what could be! 

 I think also of my 6th grade Sunday School teacher, Julian Penn.  He 

had his hands full with the dozen active boys in our class.  Some of us 

wanted to learn, and others, not so much.  But Mr. Penn took time to 

handwrite a postcard to each one of us every week that year, letting us 

know he was praying for us and cared about us.  He was shining the light 

of Jesus Christ into our lives, letting us know that we had value in his eyes.  

 God’s great light experiment is choosing us to reflect the light of 

Jesus Christ in large and small ways.   And God uses the reflection of that 

light to bring about his will for the world.  But there’s a problem.  Some of 

us are better reflectors of the light of Jesus than others.  I’ve placed two 

mirrors on the back wall of the sanctuary this morning.  I’m going to attempt 

a light experiment using a laser pointer.  First, notice what happens when I 
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shine the light on a good, clear mirror.  It gives a pretty bright reflection.  

You can see it pretty well.  Now watch what happens when I shine it on the 

second mirror, a dirty one.  It’s not as bright or distinct is it?  In fact, it’s a 

little hard to see and is blurred and distorted. 

 Part of our job on this Pentecost Sunday, is to allow the Spirit of God 

to shape our character in ways that make us good reflectors of Jesus.  To 

wash away those traits that dull his reflection- selfishness, meanness, 

explosive tempers, gossip, drunkenness, holding grudges.  And instead to 

allow the Spirit to build into us those characteristics that make us good 

reflectors- love, joy, peace, and patience. Compassion and self-sacrifice.  

You get the point. 

 As we pray this morning, allow the Spirit of Jesus Christ to speak to 

you.  Ask him how you can become a better reflector of Jesus’ light today.  

Our world needs it.  You can do it! 


