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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 



 I once heard D. James Kennedy tell the following story.  It concerned 

rural America years ago when people travelled by train, horses and buggies 

were common and the automobile was just arriving on the scene.  It 

happened that there was a tragedy at a rural railway crossing.  An entire 

family was killed when a passing train struck the carriage they were riding 

in.  There was an inquest held and the man who had been assigned to watch 

the particular crossing was called to testify.  They asked him if he had been 

at the crossing on the night of the accident and he answered “Yes.”  Did he 

know the train was coming?  Again he answered, “Yes.”  Did he take his 

lantern out to meet the train as his job required?  “Yes.”  Did he wave it back 

and forth to warn anyone approaching that the train was coming?  “Yes.”  

The inquiry concluded that the mishap was an unexplainable accident.  It 

was just one of those things that happen from time to time.  Years went by 

and, as the crossing guard lay dying, he began to toss and turn and call out, 

“Oh, those poor people, those poor people!”  A friend who was there to 

comfort him tried to reassure him.  He had done everything he could.  He 

had been exonerated.  The gateman then whispered, “But there was one 

question they didn’t ask.  They didn’t ask me if my lantern was lit.  You see, 

it hadn’t been.” 

  



 Our Lord spoke of lamps and light in a number of places.  For 

example, in the Sermon on the Mount he said to his disciples, “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 give 

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.”  

Here he stresses the responsibility of his disciples to others in the world, to 

those who “are walking in darkness.”  The same point is developed in our 

lessons from the Gospel of Luke.  Both the stories begin almost identically 

and both follow an identical outline.  One begins, “No one lights a lamp and 

hides it in a jar or puts it under a bed.  Instead he puts it on a stand, so that 

those who come in can see the light.”  The second one begins, “No one 

lights a lamp and puts it in a place where it will be hidden, or under a bowl.  

Instead he puts in on its stand, so that those who come in may see the light.”   

 And further, both stories develop in the same way.  After this identical 

start, both apply the idea to a particular situation and then conclude with a 

challenge.  The situations, however, are different, and so are the challenges.  

One is applied to the disciples and the Christian life and stresses that they 

must give heed to the teachings of the Lord so that they may show forth the 

gospel in all its fullness.  The second one is directed to unbelievers and their 



challenge is to clear up their spiritual vision so that they can see the 

promises of God and receive them with joy.  Let’s take them one at a time. 

 In Luke 8, after using the example of a lamp, Jesus says, “For there is 

nothing hidden that will not be disclosed and nothing concealed that will not 

be known or brought out into the open.”  Now often when the Bible speaks 

of hidden things coming to light it is speaking of hidden sins that will be 

revealed at the last day.  That is not what this parable is speaking about, 

however.  We know this from the context of the lesson.  Just before this 

illustration Jesus has been speaking about the “secrets of the kingdom of 

God” given to the disciples and of the sowing the seed of the gospel.  The 

point is that the disciples are to hearken to the teachings of Christ so that 

they might be able to hold out the light of salvation to the world.   

 There are four parts to the teachings of Jesus.  First, the world is in 

darkness.  Second, Jesus is the light of the world.  Third, those who know 

Jesus are to become lights too.  Now they are not lights in the same way as 

Jesus is the light.  Jesus is the light-giver.  The disciples are to be light-

bearers.  They are to carry the gospel to the world.  And fourth, Jesus tells us 

how to shine.  Let’s take them one at a time.   



 First, the world is in spiritual darkness.  It is, in the words of our 

catechism, in “sin and misery”.  And listen to what the gospel of John has to 

say: 

 This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved 
darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.  Everyone who does 
evil hates the light and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds 
will be exposed. 

The natural man, the one untouched by the Holy Spirit, prefers darkness.  Is 

at home with evil.  Now many people will not admit that.  They prefer to 

think that man is basically good.  Even after the sort of week we have just 

had they will try to hold on to that myth.  It is a falsehood even widely held 

in church circles.  But the consistent witness of Holy Scripture is that evil is 

an irreducible part of the natural man.  Perhaps the strongest statement of 

that is found in the passage from Romans 3 that you all know, a passage that 

brings together quotations from several Old Testament sources:  

 There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who 
understands, no one who seeks God.  All have turned away, they have 
together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.   

 The second part of Christ’s teaching is that he is the light.  That truth 

is not stated explicitly here, though it is, of course, implied.  For an explicit 

statement of this truth we can look to John 8:12 where he says, “I am the 

light of the world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but 



will have the light of life.”  Jesus lights the way that we should go and shows 

us the way home.  As the light he also shows us where it is we should not go.  

He shows us that we have to turn form self and cling to him, for in his light 

all our impurities are illuminated unsparingly.  James Boice pointed out this 

truth when he told a story about camping as a young child.  Each of the 

campers had a flashlight and, in the darkness, they would play “flashlight 

games”.  But those games could not be played when the sun had come up.  

He writes,  

 As long as we live in the darkness and are never exposed to God’s 
light, we are able to compare the relative merits of human goodness and be 
totally oblivious to how much in darkness we are.  We are able to see the 
differences among a three-battery character, a two-battery character and one 
that has almost gone out.  We rate others accordingly.  But those distinctions 
fade away in the presence of the white light of the righteousness of Christ.  
He reveals the depth of our darkness.   

 The third point of the first parable is that as disciples of Christ we are 

to be light too.  The question, of course, is “How?”  We are sinful creatures.  

How can we shine?  The answer is that we are to be lighted by Christ, or we 

will not be lighted at all.  Donald Barnhouse used this illustration.  He said 

that when Christ was in the world he was like the sun, which is here by day.  

But when the sun goes down, the moon goes up.  The moon is a picture of 

the church—of Christians.  It shines, but it does not shine by its own light.  

It shines only as it reflects the light of the sun.  Jesus said of himself, “I am 



the light of the world.”  But because he know one day he would return to the 

Father, he said to his disciples, “You are the light of the world.”  Beloved, at 

times the church is like a moon that is full.  It was full when men like Luther 

and Calvin and Wesley shone forth.  It was full at the time of the Great 

Awakening and in the revival in Wales at the turn of the last century.  At 

times the church is like a moon that wanes and you can barely see it.  It is 

like that in Scotland today and in many places in Europe.   

 The fourth teaching of our Lord has to do with how we can reflect his 

light.  “Therefore, consider carefully how you listen.”  If you would shine, 

you must listen to what Jesus has to say.  You must study his word and gain 

an understanding of the Scriptures.  If you don’t have this foundation, how 

are you going to stand in the day of trial?  When Jesus was tempted in the 

desert by Satan he stood upon God’s word and the devil fled.  When burdens 

come to you, will you be able to do the same?  This is so very important, 

because, you see, if you cannot do this for yourselves, when burdens come 

to others, how will you be able to comfort them with the gospel?  How will 

you be able to shine?  Spend time with Jesus; listen to his word.  And 

remember what Paul said in II Corinthians 4: “For God, who said. ‘Let light 

shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light 

of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.”   



 The second story about lamps is much the same in structure but it 

makes a completely different point.  It is not encouragement for believers 

but a word to unbelievers.  Let me set the scene.  Jesus had been talking to 

large crowds.  Among them were supporters, but also among them were his 

enemies.  He had cast a demon out of a man and his enemies had claimed he 

had done it by the power of the devil.  They asked for a sign and Jesus said 

that no sign would be given them except the sign of Jonah—the sign of his 

resurrection.  These people had seen miracles.  They would see the greatest 

miracle—the resurrection.  But they would not believe.  Now the reason for 

their unbelief was not a lack of evidence, but their own spiritual blindness.  

They didn’t believe because they didn’t want to believe.  They didn’t believe 

because they didn’t want to submit themselves to the Lord.  To put it another 

way, they didn’t see because their lamps were out of repair.  To those people 

Jesus says, “See to it that your eyes are in good shape so that you can see the 

light.  Trim your wick.  Polish the glass.  Get your lamp in proper 

condition.” 

 Now this is not to say that these people could fix their own lamps—

cure their own spiritual blindness.  They could no more regenerate 

themselves than you or I could.  Jesus’ word to them was repent.  Turn from 



darkness.  Repudiate your evil way of life.  Seek God’s kingdom and his 

righteousness.  Turn to him and you will find that he is shining already.  Turn 

to him and be saved and you will shine too.    In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


