SHINING LIGHTS

Text: Phil 2:14-16 Heidelberg Catechism, Q 86
Readings: Isaiah 49:1-7
Theme: We are to live out and speak of our Christian faith in a depraved world.

Congregation,

People all down the centuries have thought that they were living in significant times; that they were living in an important time of transition or challenge. 
And we have to say that every age has had its own distinctive features and opportunities. 
That is certainly true of our own time - of this period in which we live, especially for us as believers, as Christians. 

A number of Christian writers have pointed out that our situation today is very similar to the first century situation in which Jesus lived. Our present situation closely parallels the situation in the first century AD. 

The main parallel is that Christians are living as a small minority in a wider culture that is largely secular and pagan. We are one small group in a world that is full of other religions and ideas. 
This has been described as pluralism. The first century world was pluralistic with many different beliefs and gods, and our world today is the same with a huge variety of religions and viewpoints. 
Some have said that a symbol of our western culture is the shopping mall - under one roof you are faced with a huge range of shops, each selling their own thing. You can pick and choose - the choice is yours. This is the sort of world and culture we are living in.

Now how are we going to live a Christians in this sort of environment? 
How can we hold our own? How can we be a witness? What can we say? 
Today we want to look at how we should live and speak in the midst of this pagan and secular society; at how we can be shining lights in a dark world.

We will consider three points:
1. Our Place in this World.
2. Our Conduct in this World.
3. Our Message for this World.

1. OUR PLACE IN THIS WORLD

The Roman World

Paul wrote this letter from Rome when imprisoned there in AD 61. The Roman Caesars would continue to rule the world in their empire for the next three centuries. Rome was a powerful and mighty world ruler.

But the seeds of decay were already there in the first century. We have probably all read or heard about the Roman parties, their excessive drinking, their sexual immorality, their abuse and misuse of power, their violent and gruesome entertainment.  
The most popular sport of the day were the gladiator fights. Two men would fight each other in an arena, one with a sword and a shield, the other with a net and a spear. They would do battle  to the cheering of the crowds until one or the other was killed. 

Paul described his generation as "crooked and depraved". He lived in a world which was twisted and warped. Sin had distorted their thinking and values. Their lives were perverse and their morals corrupt.

Our Postmodern world.

The centuries have rolled on and the technology is different but our postmodern and post-Christian world today has many parallels with the first century Roman Empire. 
We also live today in a pagan society. 
The people of NZ reject God and the Bible. 
God is seen as irrelevant and the Christian faith is regarded as fantasy.
The violent sports of the Roman arenas have been replaced by the gruesome violence of computer games and Time Out parlours.

Now that the Bible has been laid aside people today have no moral base, there is no objective truth, there is no authority for right and wrong. You do what you want to do. Everything is relative.

This is having a massive effect on society.

In 1940 American public school teachers were asked to list the top problems they faced in schools. They mentioned: Talking out of turn, chewing gum, making noise, running in the hall, cutting in line and littering.
Compare that list to the problems facing public schools of America and NZ: Drug abuse, alcohol abuse, pregnancy, suicide, robbery, assault.

In 2001 a study showed that 50% of children under one year old in NZ from European descent will not have a father at home; and 75% of Maori children under one year old will not have a father at home. That is a very sobering statistic.    

Today we too live in a crooked and depraved generation. 
What can we do about this? How should we live and speak? 
What can we do to make a difference? What should we do. 

Let's move from our place in the world to:
2. OUR CONDUCT IN THE WORLD.

Here the Apostle Paul gives us some specific instructions:

"Do everything without complaining or arguing."

When the people of Israel were travelling through the desert they were great complainers - always moaning and groaning - the food, the water, the heat, the travelling, the fighting.

No doubt the church in Philippi had its share of people who were always complaining.

And we need to watch ourselves. It is all to easy to slip into a complaining attitude - about the church, your poor health, your job or lack of one, your lack of finance, the faults you see in your husband or wife. 

The opposite of grumbling is joy. In this letter Paul calls us to "rejoice in the Lord." 
Do that because that will help keep you from grumbling. 

And don't argue. 
The word refers to constant questioning, criticism and disputes over minor details. That was going on in the church in Philippi. Two women had a disagreement which they hadn't sorted out. Paul warns against letting these things drag on.
Don't go round looking for things to criticise or poke holes in. Don't be quarrelsome or argumentative. Do everything without arguing.

Instead we must be "blameless and pure, children of God without fault".

In NZ we expect people in leadership positions to set a good example to others.  It would wonderful if our political leaders lived up to that and were blameless and pure.
Sadly, we have gone past expecting that from our politicians. We are disappointed when they fail, but hardly surprised.

Yet as Christians we must be blameless in our behaviour. 
The world is watching us and this is what they expect Christians to be.
The non-Christian public of NZ expects Christians to practice what they preach; to do what they tell others to do.

This was true of Daniel in the court of Nebuchadnezzar. It was said that "They could find no corruption in him because he was trustworthy and neither corrupt nor negligent." (Daniel 6:4). He was "without fault".   

That was also true of the Lord Jesus. When he stood on trial before the sanhedrin they tried to lay charges against him - but nothing would stick. He was blameless.

Paul said that an elder of the church must "have a good reputation with outsiders so that he will not fall into disgrace and the devil's trap." (1 Tim 3:7)

What must be true of the elder ought to be true of everyone of us who confesses Christ. Do you have a good reputation? Are you keeping a clear conscience? Are you striving to be blameless? Are you making every effort to live a pure and godly life? 
Jesus said, "Be perfect therefore as your heavenly Father is perfect."
Live in such a way that you bring honour to the name of the Lord Jesus. 

If we do this we will shine like stars in the universe.  

This is what the nation of Israel was supposed to do. God wanted her to be a light to the nations. She was to shine the light of God's truth to the Gentile peoples. Sadly, she failed badly in her task. 

This is our task today as believers. This is our task as the church - to be lights set on a hill. In one of his books Francis Schaeffer reminds us that the world is watching the church - "The Church Before the Watching World." The world isn't interested in the truth of Christianity. No, they are very pragmatic - they want to know; "Does it work?" They want to see it in action, in practice. 

This means that our lives must be a living proof of the good news about Jesus. Your life must bear a testimony to Jesus. When it does then people will be drawn to the Lord Jesus. Your life as a Christian can and will make a powerful impression on others. God can use your godly living so that your neighbours may be won over to Christ. (Heidelberg Catechism, Q 86).

The conversion of Malcolm Muggeridge illustrates this.  A hardened atheist, he came to know the Lord at the age of 79.  When explaining his conversion he said he could resist all the great books and powerful sermons. But when he saw Mother Teresa in Calcutta with the poor he said: "This is it. I've got to have it". 
May people look at your life and say that!

You must conduct yourself as a Christian in the world. 
But this doesn't mean there is nothing to say.  

3. Thirdly, you also have: A MESSAGE FOR OUR WORLD.

We not only need to live the Christian life, we also need to proclaim it. Its a matter of words as well as deeds, of doctrine as well as life, of what we say as well as how we live. 

You might live a consistent Christian life but that alone will not save a person. 
They need to hear the message about Jesus. 
They need to know the truth of the Bible. 

Paul in Romans asks; "How can they believe in the One of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?" (Roms 10:14). So we must "hold out the word of life". (Phils 2:16)

The "Word of life" of course is referring to the message about Jesus recorded in the Bible. 
He is the Bread of Life. 
He is the Way, the Truth and the Life. 
He is the Saviour of the world, the Lord of the Universe, the king of creation.

All around us there are people starving for this bread of life. We are to hold it out.  We are to offer it to those who want it. We are to pass on this message about our Lord as and when we have the opportunity. 

This is something each one of us must do. 
There are people who have the special gift of evangelism. 
There are evangelists who have the ability to use every moment and situation to good effect. Most of us are not like that. 

But all of us can and should and must "hold out the Word of life." As a Christian you must "Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give a reason for the hope you have." (1 Pet 3:15). If you can't do that then you need to read and study or see your pastor or one of the elders so you can be prepared!

You may not see the conversion of a sinner though your witness. But the Holy Spirit will use you in the process of bringing people to repentance and faith. 
"One sows and other reaps" (John 4:35-38). You may do the hard work of sowing and another may reap the benefits of your labour. 
But you must live and speak as a consistent witness for your Lord.  
And the Holy Spirit may use this to win your neighbour over to Christ.

There is a great need for this in today's crooked and depraved generation. In the first century Christianity grew rapidly because of the life and witness of believers. Let's pray that the Lord will do the same in our time.

Some of you may have heard of Paul Tournier, a Swiss Christian doctor who has written many excellent books. 
He tells the story of how he had just completed his first book.  He went back to medical school to visit his favourite professor and to ask for an afternoon of his time. 
As they sat together Tournier read his book to his old teacher. 
When he had finished he looked up to find tears in the old man's eyes. 
"Paul", he said, "that is a wonderful book. Everyone of us Christians should read that." Tournier was surprised. "I didn't know you were a Christian, professor; when did you become one?" 
"Just now", said his professor, "as you read your book".

You may not write a book. But your life and speech can be a book. You can live a life that is blameless and pure, without fault in this crooked and depraved generation. 

You can and must "hold out the word of life" so that others may come to know the Lord Jesus and follow Him. 

Go out into the world and be a shining light; be a living proof of the truth about the Lord Jesus. 

Amen.

