The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Fourth Sunday in Easter, Year A

The Text: Ephesians 5:8-14

Letting Christ’s Light Shine through You

Good news has been rare lately in our newspapers and on TV, hasn’t it? We long for some good news. We’re told that good news doesn’t sell as well as does bad news; hence our media rarely highlights anything good that’s happening. Behind the scenes, God’s people are doing all sorts of good things, wonderful things, for others that never rate a mention. To encourage His followers, and that includes us, in doing good to others, our Lord pays us the highest of compliments. He says, “You are the light of the world”, and he exhorts us to “now put into practice what you are.”

This is what the first Christians eagerly aimed to do. As early as 44AD in Antioch, those who believed in Jesus Christ started taking on the lifestyle of Christians. Non-Christians noticed how their way of living was so Christlike that it was obvious and noticeable in their urban community. They were thrilled to be non-conformists, that is, they no longer conformed to the pagan standards of their city. The first Christians in Antioch were excited about all the possibilities of living life as their Lord Jesus Christ had shown them. They were proud to be Christians, because of everything good their Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ had done for them and given to them.

Our whole life as Christians is an expression of gratitude for all that our Saviour suffered for us in order to give us His gift of salvation. The ethical instructions in the letters of the New Testament aren’t so much prescriptions of what we are to do or not to do, as they are descriptions of a Christlike lifestyle. The New Testament is, as it were, saying to you: “This is how you are invited to live, as those who shine with light in the Lord.” 

How wonderful a light seems on a dark, deserted road at night. It speaks of safety, security, humanity, and above all, of company. We are all on a journey from darkness into light. 2 Corinthians 4:6 says, “For it is the God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” Our world desperately needs cheerful men and women whose faith brightens up the lives of those around them. Your Lord, who said about Himself: “I am the Light of the world”, wants to use you to dispel all the gloom and depression in your community. Darkness symbolises lack of security, while light represents security. You can show others how our Lord is the only source of lasting security there is. You can act like security lights, pointing those near and dear to you to our permanent home in Heaven. To be “light” in the world is the opposite of a self-serving lifestyle. Light gives of itself and expands itself for the benefit of others. As we more and more let the good news of Christ influence our thoughts, actions and words, Christ-like changes will occur in us that are more noticeable to others than to ourselves.

Our text invites us to “Walk, then, as children of light.” Walking involves slow, unspectacular progress. This is what your Lord seeks from you; progress made by continually seeking His help. Christ, your Saviour is not just an example for you; He is also the One who enables you to do what He wants you to do. As your Guide and aid through life, you can depend on God to give you the illumination and staying power you need from Him, one day at a time. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: “I believe God will give us the staying power we need in each day, not before, in order that we rely not on ourselves, but on Him. With such faith must we overcome all fear of the future.”

Today’s text goes on to say that “the fruit of the light consists in all goodness.” So called “do-gooders” are often sneered at. It’s perhaps because the immense good they’re done puts us to shame and shows us up. What we need are good-finders, that is, people who find the good in others in every situation in life. We find what we look for. 

Two men looked out from prison bars; one saw mud and one saw stars.

Have you ever prayed that Jesus would make you a “finder of good” – in other people as well as in all of life’s varying situations? 

We pray for love, peace and patience, but have you every prayed for the ability to show goodness to others? Evil is portrayed so frequently in our media that the blessings and benefits of doing good to others rarely rate a mention. Furthermore, true goodness never advertises itself, because it does its best work behind the scenes. By always aiming to overcome evil with good, we can make goodness so much more attractive to others. Evil is often falsely portrayed as good, so we need to be vigilant is letting the light of true goodness shine through us.  

The Holy Spirit’s fruit of “goodness” cannot be kept to oneself. Edmund Burke said “Evil triumphs because the good do nothing.” To triumph over evil, we need God’s help. God is the power for good in our world. God is behind all the good things that happen in our community. God’s Word reassures us in Romans 8:28, “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to His purpose.” Psalm 31:9 tells us there’s nothing stingy about God’s goodness: “O how abundant is your goodness that you have laid up for those who worship you, who take refuge in you in the sight of everyone.” One of our greatest sources of hope is that God can bring good for us from the evil others have done to us, as we see so clearly in the story of Joseph and his brothers. Joseph forgives his brothers, saying, “Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as He is doing today.”  

God wants you to look at the people around you as His good creations whom He has created for His good purposes. “Every good action and every perfect gift is from God. These good gifts come down from the Creator (James 1:17).” Goodness and generosity go hand in hand. Jesus refers to the generous gift of the woman who anointed His head with priceless perfume as a good deed, a deed that would never be forgotten. 

Barnabas is one of the few believers called “a good person” in the New Testament, because of his generosity of spirit and his attitude of goodwill to others. Because of him putting in a good word for Paul of Tarsus, when other Christians were afraid of him, we owe so much of the New Testament subsequently written by Paul to Barnabas’ words of encouragement. Christians who overflow with goodness and love, encourage others whenever and wherever they can. Many weeks we face discouraging events that sap our spirits and depress us. We all need lots and lots more encouragement than we get. Encouragement is oxygen to the soul and achieves so much more than correction or criticism ever does.

Joseph of Arimathea is also called “a good person” in the New Testament. As a disciple of Jesus, he spontaneously provided Jesus with the use of his new tomb at the close of Good Friday. He is a fine example of those who spontaneously do good and generous deeds when needed. Spontaneity is a prime characteristic of goodness, like a spontaneous dinner invitation to your home or a spontaneous visit to someone who’s lonely or has just returned from hospital. Christians blessed with God’s goodness see what needs to be done and do it before even being asked. Discover the awesome joy of doing an act or two or three of spontaneous goodness to someone else before next Sunday.

Today’s reading asks us to “find out what pleases the Lord.” That which pleases our Lord is whatever brings blessing to someone else. It’s an adventure, an exciting adventure in pleasing others rather than oneself. “Each of us must please our neighbour for their good to build them up. For Christ did not please Himself (Romans 15:2).” We grow in goodness as we invest of ourselves in each other. 

Every Sunday here in God’s House we taste the goodness of our Lord, life’s highest goodness, which we treasure and cannot help but share with others. 


“Do all the good you can


By all the means you can


In all the ways you can


In all the places you can


To all the people you can


As long as you can.” 
    
(J. Wesley)

“Surely [the Lord’s] goodness and mercy will pursue me all the days of my life and I will return to the House of the Lord as long as I live.” Amen.
