Full Time Christian Service
This morning I am committing that speaking sin that I commit once in awhile of beginning with our scripture with no gripping introduction.  Well, you all have heard me speak before so let’s be honest – today we are beginning without the ATTEMPT at a gripping introduction.  So, without anything more, listen to Jesus’ words from the book of Matthew spoken to his disciples.


Matthew 5:13-16 – You are the salt of the earth.  But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again?  It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men.  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 gives 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.  


In 1549 the Jesuit missionary Frances Xavier brought the gospel to Japan.  The Roman Catholic Church grew quickly there until there were nearly 300,000 Christians.  This large new group threatened the rulers of Japan who were Buddhist or Shinto by birth.  As a result, in 1641, foreign missionaries were expelled and all Christians were expected to register as Shintoists or Buddhists or be killed.  Japan was a closed country from 1641 until 1853 when a US warship forced the nation to open its borders to foreign trade.  In 1865 a Catholic priest received some surprising visitors – 15 elderly Japanese peasants wanted to ask him what he knew about the faith they had maintained.  You see, when Christians were forced to convert or be executed a number of people publically converted but remained secretly “Christian.”  They built Shinto shrines in their homes but had secret compartments for Christian symbols and relics.  They secretly said the prayers passed down from generation to generation which came to be a mix of Latin and Japanese.  They publically worshipped one way but said prayers to “The closet God.”  Over time this hidden faith that blended so well with the world around it lost anything truly Christian about it to the point that a study in 2006 declared that “Although the faith followed by the underground Christians had the outward appearances of Christianity, the vital content and spirit of the religion evolved into something entirely different…It would be more accurate to call it a folk religion altogether Japanese in spirit and content.”


Jesus says we are to be the salt of the earth.  Salt is distinctive.  When you have salt in your food, you know it.  Different commentators have taken up the properties of salt in relation to this passage to say that Christians are to season the earth and to act as preservatives by upholding the values of the Lord.  I do believe these are valid things Christians are supposed to do.  In this particular passage however the emphasis is simply on whether or not the salt is salty and, by extension, whether or not it is useful.  The point is that Christians are to be distinctive.


The group I told you about in Japan is called Crypto-Christians which means “Hidden Christians.”  This is a technical term because Japan is not the only place to have Crypto-Christians.  When we talk about these people we are not talking about those who hold to an orthodox faith and are simply silent in society as many were in the Soviet Union but about those who formally adopt the ways and worship of the oppressive society but continue to pray, as the Japanese do, to the Closet God.  Whereas one set is distinctively Christian in faith and loyalty while being silent, the other blends so completely with society that no one could ever convict them of being Christian.  The salt loses its saltiness.  

To demonstrate this even farther you may remember the story I read to you of Natalia and Serge Kordacov from the book, “The Persecutor.”  Serge worked for the KGB breaking up Christian meetings in very brutal ways.  Natalia was a Christian, but a quiet one.  She was committed to the Lord and would not deny her faith.  She was caught and brutally beaten not once, but twice.  The third time Serge’s team caught her they were so impressed by her commitment to the Lord that they didn’t touch her.  That moment was a changing point in Serge’s life as he began to read the Christian literature he burned until he gave his life to the Lord.  


Natalia was distinctively Christian and so was useful to the Lord.  The Japanese people who worshipped the “Closet God” lost all that was distinct to being Christian until their children didn’t even know the gospel.  Jesus calls us to be like Natalia, to be salt, and to be useful to the Lord.  

Today, are you useful to the Lord?  Are you distinctively Christian or do you blend so effectively with society in thought and action that you are like salt that has lost its flavor?  I often hear people say they are Christians and profess faith in the Lord, but their lives are full of sin and they have no time whatsoever for the Lord; for reading the Bible, for prayer, for worship, or for learning.  They claim to love the Lord but, like society, they are too busy to love people.  They speak of loving the Lord but they love the world more.  They are saved and going to heaven, but they are useless to the Lord here on earth.  Jesus wants us to be distinctively Christian – to be useful.  Are you useful to the Lord today?  If you want to be sure you are useful then consider the words of the apostle Peter.


2 Peter 1:5-8 – For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love.  For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.

This tells us how to be useful to the Lord all of our lives.  We are to grow more and more spiritually mature.  We are not to be content with where we are now but pursue these qualities.  These qualities go against who we naturally are and so we must work on them.  As we work, as we grow, we will be useful to the Lord.  As we grow, we will become more and more salty; more and more distinctively Christian.  I would challenge you to choose one or two of these qualities to work on this next month.  Once you have focused on one or two of them for awhile, move on to others.  Be useful to the Lord.


Going back to Jesus’ words in Matthew, he says we are the light of the world and a city on a hill which cannot be hidden.  A city on a hilltop was visible to all the surrounding countryside, especially in the dark when the lights of the city would have shown all around.  To weary travelers the lights of the city would have given hope and comfort.  They would have encouraged the traveler to press on with the hope of food and lodging and rest.  As Christians, our lives should do the same.  Our lives should display peace and hope, joy and comfort to the point where people want what we have.  


The emphasis in Matthew five, however, is that the city on the hill, the light of the world, CANNOT be hidden.  A city on a hill is naturally visible and to hide it takes hard work.  Think of cities like London in World War II trying to go dark to hide from air raids.  It was so difficult to hide the lights of the city that officers had to patrol the streets to insure that no lights were visible.  It was hard work to hide a city because cities, especially ones on hills, are naturally visible.  


So with the followers of Jesus.  It should be difficult to hide the fact that we are Christians.  The darker the culture the more visible Christians should be.  By this I do not mean protests or that we should be obnoxious but simply that our lives should naturally mark us as Christians.  Natalia was intentional in trying to be discreet about being a Christian, but her life was still visible as she risked it to learn about the Lord, to worship, to encourage others, and in persevering through beatings.  The reality of her faith shined through in her life.  


World Magazine ran an article about Morocco recently.  It seems that there is a crack down going on in that country against Christians perceived to be evangelizing Muslims.  The article focused on one ministry in particular, an orphanage.  This orphanage has helped many children and also provides medical help to the local communities.  After one particular earthquake, the orphanage provided medical supplies to help the injured.  The people living near this Christian orphanage love its people.  The government raided the orphanage recently and is watching it closely to see if it needs to be shut down for evangelism.  The orphanage does not actively evangelize at all, but it is obviously Christian.  The love of the workers draws people to take notice of Christ in them and draws them to salvation.  The government sees this as the Christians seducing the Muslims.  In reality, it is Christ shining through in their lives.  They are a city on a hill that can’t be missed.  

How is your life today?  Are you a city on a hill that can’t be missed?  I realize that Christians get tired of being held to a higher standard than others in society.  For example, no one bats an eye at someone swearing right and left until that person is a Christian and then the cries of “Hypocrite” fly.  I hear Christians get irritated at this double standard and it has even prompted bumper stickers saying, “Forgiven – Not perfect.”  The truth of the matter is that we are called to a higher standard.  We are not called to be merely good people, but to be exceptionally good as we serve the Lord.  As we go on in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus sets the bar very high indeed.  True, the Sermon on the Mount shows us that no one can truly keep the spirit of the law, but it does so by showing us God’s standard for his people.  True, we cannot perfectly keep this standard and could not possibly make ourselves righteous by it, but it is the standard.  We are free from the law in that we no longer face its penalty for that penalty was paid by Christ.  We do not work for our own salvation or righteousness.  However, as those who are God’s people, this is the standard we are called to.  Consider some of Jesus’ statements.


Matthew 5:21-22 – You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’  But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment.  Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin.  But anyone who says, ‘You fool,’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.


Matthew 5:27-28 – You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’  But I say to you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.


Matthew 5:31-32 – It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.’  But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become and adulteress, and anyone who marries the divorced woman commits adultery.


Matthew 5:37 – Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.


Matthew 5:38-39 – You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’  But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person.  If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.

Matthew 5:43-45 – You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those that persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.  He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.


These statements are a general flavoring of Jesus’ teachings in the Sermon on the Mount.  While we do not do these things to gain righteousness and know that we cannot perfectly keep them, they are the goal.  When we fall short we repent and are forgiven, but we should not be content to simply declare, “I’m forgiven, not perfect.”  We may not be sinless, but we should sin less and less.  It is not enough to be simply good people like all the other good people in the world who love those who love them and who do not murder, we are called to go beyond the expected morality of the world.  Our lives should be unmistakably Christian.  Our faith should NOT blend with society.  Even when we do not actively speak about Christ, our lives should declare our faith in him in such a way that people and even governments take notice.  


As a Christian, are you as unmistakable as a city on a hill?  You are a good and upstanding citizen – are you distinguishable from all the other good and upstanding citizens in our world?  Are you content to be as good as the world expects or will you make it your goal to rise to the standard of Jesus?  


As Christians we are called to do much more than manage and avoid sin.  The Bible is not a list of “Thou Shalt Not’s.”  We are called to live holy lives; to relate to the world as God does.  How is your light today?  I challenge everyone to repent of sin, to find forgiveness, and also to pursue holiness.  Rather than avoiding sin, pursue holiness so that your life will be as unmistakable as a city on a hill.


That brings us to Jesus’ third statement.  We are like lamps that are light.  In John chapter eight Jesus declares himself to be the light of the world.  When we confess Jesus as our Lord and receive salvation we are told that the Holy Spirit makes his home in us.  The lamp is lit.  


This is an oil lamp that Xiomara and I keep at home.  We both like the look of the lamp and so it serves as decoration most of the time.  The lamp isn’t fulfilling its purpose, the reason for which it was made, until it is lit and standing in a prominent place lighting the house.  Once lit, it is not fulfilling its purpose if it is hid under a basket.  Only when it is on a stand giving light is it doing what it is meant to do.  For all the qualities of light we could talk about, the focus of Jesus’ words is on the light fulfilling its purpose.  Jesus wants his disciples to fulfill their purpose in life. 


The very next words of Jesus tell us what the purpose is.  He says to let your light shine before men so that they may see your good works and praise your Father who is in heaven.  The purpose Jesus gives us is to glorify the Father.  This is an idea that is repeated throughout the New Testament.  In 1 Corinthians we are told that, whether we eat or drink or whatever we do, we are to do it all to the glory of God.  In the first fourteen verses of Ephesians we are told that God has blessed us with every spiritual blessing and that he has given us the Holy Spirit and saved us by the blood of Christ.  We are told that he did this according to his will and out of love.  Throughout this passage, however, we are told three different times that God did all of this “for the praise of his glory.”  In other words, we are saved and blessed and given the Spirit so that our lives might glorify God in all that we do.  In Ephesians chapter two we are told that we are saved so that we might do the good works God has prepared for us.  In First Peter we are told that God called us out of darkness and into his wonderful light so that we might declare his praises.  Our purpose is to glorify God.


There is a false dichotomy in the church between the clergy and the laity.  The clergy are considered full time Christians ministers while the laity may serve part time but then have secular jobs.  If all we mean is that clergy are more extensively trained and earn their living from church related work while others volunteer in the church and earn their wages elsewhere, there is nothing wrong with this.  The problem is that many people then don’t think about their “secular” jobs as opportunities to glorify God.  In reality, we all, as Christians, are full time ministers for the Lord.  In everything that we do and say we have the opportunity to fulfill our purpose in life of glorifying God.  Whether you are in school, coaching, cleaning, farming, retired, or even in the hospital you have the opportunity to glorify God by how you speak and act.  In glorifying God you fulfill your purpose in life.  Whether out in the world, at home with your family, or here at church singing praises, your purpose in life is to glorify God.  How is your light today?

This morning I do believe our lights are all lit.  Most of us here today have living relationships with the true light of the world and so our lamps are lit.  The challenge for you and I is to daily clean the glass so that the light may shine through.  Clean the glass of sin and distractions and live distinctively Christian lives that go beyond what is expected by society.  Keep the glass clean so that the light in your life can’t be missed.  Place the lamp in a prominent place so that its purpose might be fulfilled.  Glorify God in all that you do.  

Let’s take a few moments and pray together.  If you are aware of sin in your life, take the time now to repent and to receive forgiveness.  Clean the glass on your lamp.  If you want to be useful to the Lord then commit now to growing in the qualities that he says produce usefulness.  Commit yourself to being a flavorful Christian.  And finally, ask God to help you glorify him every day in every way so that your purpose in life may be fulfilled.  Let’s pray together.

