
“Let It Shine…Carefully” 
First Sunday of Lent 

March 1, 2020 

Matthew 5:14-16 and 6:1-6 

Covenant Presbyterian Church  

Madison, WI 

Rev. Charlie Berthoud  

 

 

Today we begin a five-week series called Jesus the Teacher, with focus on the 

gospel according to Matthew. Jesus is perhaps best-known as a teacher, and 

Matthew has five collections of Jesus’ teachings, often thought to echo the five 

books of Moses, from Genesis to Deuteronomy. 

Over these five Sundays before Palm Sunday, we’ll focus on the five different 

teaching sections. It’s worth noting that the section on the Kingdom of God 

stands at the center of the gospel.  

Matthew 5-7 The Sermon on the Mount 

Matthew 10 Sending the Disciples 

Matthew 13 The Kingdom of God 

Matthew 18 The Church Community 

Matthew 24-25 The End Times 

So today, we’re looking at chapters 5, 6, and 7, known together as the Sermon 

on the Mount, probably the best-known collection of Jesus’ teachings. 

The Sermon on the Mount begins with blessings, known as Beatitudes, which 

will be our focus on Wednesdays in Lent. And the sermon concludes in 

chapter 7, with Jesus urging his followers to put the teachings into practice, to 

make them real.  

These three chapters are deep and rich with teaching, and we don’t have time 

to reflect on all of them. That said, when someone asks me what they should 

read to get a sense of what Christianity is about, I suggest Mathew 5-7 among 

other things. If you’re looking for a crash course on Christian ethics, start here.  
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Our second reading comes from chapter 6, and we heard these verses at our 

Ash Wednesday service a few days ago. Jesus is talking about the right way to 

be religious, to follow him. Apparently assuming that his followers will be 

giving to the poor and praying, Jesus gives them guidance on how to do these 

things with integrity and meaning.  

Listen now for God’s word. I’m reading from Common English Bible. 

Jesus said, “Be careful that you don’t practice your religion in front of people to draw their 

attention. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. 

2 “Whenever you give to the poor, don’t blow your trumpet as the hypocrites do in the 

synagogues and in the streets so that they may get praise from people. I assure you, that’s 

the only reward they’ll get. 3 But when you give to the poor, don’t let your left hand know 

what your right hand is doing 4 so that you may give to the poor in secret. Your Father who 

sees what you do in secret will reward you. 

5 “When you pray, don’t be like hypocrites. They love to pray standing in the synagogues 

and on the street corners so that people will see them. I assure you, that’s the only reward 

they’ll get. 6 But when you pray, go to your room, shut the door, and pray to your Father 

who is present in that secret place. Your Father who sees what you do in secret will reward 

you. 

Thanks be to God for the words of Scripture.  

Let’s pretend we were there with Jesus, 2000 years ago. We gathered to learn 

God’s word and God’s will.  

So after gathering us on the mountain Jesus says:  

“You are the light of the world… Let your light shine before people, so they 

can see the good things you do and praise your Father who is in heaven.” 

Then a few minutes later he says  

“Be careful that you don’t practice your religion in front of people to draw 

their attention.” 

I might be bold enough to raise my hand and say “Excuse me Jesus? I think you 

sort of contradicted yourself.” 

My hunch is that Jesus would probably laugh and say “Yes you’re right, the 

teachings are contradictory. But both are true.” 
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And he would be right. We are called to a faith that is both public and visible, 

while also solitary and private. Followers of Jesus are called to be both 

courageous and humble.  

Actually, plenty of so-called conventional wisdom is somewhat contradictory. 

Think about it:  

“Look before you leap!” 

“He who hesitates is lost.” 

Both statements are valuable. And the same with these:  

“You don’t get a second chance to make a first impression.” 

“You can’t judge a book by its cover.” 

The seeming contradictions in these teachings and in Jesus’ teachings invite us 

to think and to contextualize the teaching.  

So it seems that right in the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is 

saying “Let your light shine…carefully.”  

Let it shine, with courage and 

boldness, as well as humility and 

integrity and authenticity. 

So Lent—this season when we 

reflect on our sin and open 

ourselves to resurrection and new 

life—is as good a time as any for us 

to remember that we are called to 

be prayerful and generous and kind 

and righteous and loving –in public 

and in private.  

We are called to live with courage and boldness, as well as humility, integrity, 

and authenticity as Christians. 

I think Jesus wants us to be visible with our faith, to not be ashamed of being a 

public Christian, to be people of faith, hope and love.  

As the song says: “They’ll know we are Christians by our love” 
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As another song says: “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.” 

But if we are going to be visible with our faith, if we’re going to try to let God’s 

light shine, we need to be humble and remember that the purpose is to give 

glory to God, not to us.  

In other words, Jesus doesn’t want us to be a jerk about it, and he really wants 

us to be sincere so that we are prayerful and generous and righteous in public 

and in private.  

Jesus’ words invite us to really think about who we are and what we do when 

no one else is around, when no one else is looking.  

Jesus used the word “hypocrite” several times in chapter 6, concerned about 

his followers saying one thing and doing another, not living with integrity and 

authenticity.  

I’ve read that some waiters and waitresses find the Sunday brunch crowd 

challenging, with the perception that the well-dressed people who just came 

from church are being rude and not tipping well. If that happens, that’s 

certainly not a good witness.  

Sometimes we talk, but we don’t always do.  

Not too long ago, I was talking with a church member facing various health 

challenges. I asked, “Would you like to be on the prayer list?” And they replied, 

“I already am, I’ve been on it for a few weeks now.”  

I thought to myself, “Ooops, I should have known that.”  

I think I was not in worship on the Sunday that they were added, but even so I 

was embarrassed. The conversation made me realize that I was not utilizing 

the prayer list as much as I should be, so this season of Lent, I’m trying to do 

better, to regularly pray for everyone on the prayer list.  

Lent is a great time for us to take our Christian faith more seriously—by 

praying and reflecting in private, and by living the faith in public.  

My brother Bill set a good example for me last fall, when we spent a few nights 

together in a hotel in North Carolina, gathering with family for my aunt’s 

memorial service.  



 

5 February 23, 2020 

At night before getting into bed, Bill simply got down on his knees at the edge 

of the bed and bowed his head for 20-30 seconds. That’s just part of his daily 

routine, and he did it with no fanfare or commentary. A good example.  

I know most Presbyterians tend to be pretty shy about our faith, pretty 

comfortable praying or doing our good deeds behind closed doors, and that’s 

not a bad thing. But it’s not the only thing. Jesus calls us to be witnesses, to be 

good examples, to let the light shine. 

So in the spirit of our five-week series and the five teaching sections of 

Matthew, I offer you: Five ways to let God’s light shine 

1. Talk about church. 

I guarantee that many of us will be asked “How was your weekend?” 

How many of us will say anything about going to church?  

While you could certainly talk about the “inspiring and eloquent” 

sermon you heard, you could also talk about the children’s choir, the 

handbells, the Sunday School class on racism, the collection of fruit for 

Stephens Elementary.  

Or you could talk about recent and upcoming church activities: 

• A salsa band in worship 

• A sermon series on abortion, guns, immigration, and the common 

good  

• A huge rummage sale to benefit youth ministry and mission 

partners 

2. Quote the Bible 

I’m guessing that the idea of quoting the Bible is making some of you 

uncomfortable. Let me explain.  

What if the next time someone thanked you for doing something nice, or 

asked you why you help or volunteer, you simply said “I try to love my 

neighbors.”  

Or what if the next time you’re with someone who is dealing with 

hardness and challenge and they ask you for advice, you could say. “I 
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love Psalm 23. It reminds me that God is our shepherd and that God is 

with us even in the darkest valley, or the valley of the shadow of death.” 

These are simple basic affirmations of the Bible, and appropriately 

sharing them would be a great way to let God’s light shine.  

As you read Matthew in Lent, maybe you’ll be inspired to share those 

words somehow.  

3. Social media 

We have a solid Facebook and Instagram presence. If you haven’t liked 

us or followed us, please do, and check our pages regularly.  

You can find inspiring quotes and photos of Covenant people, from 

Bradfield Hall, to the gun violence gatherings, to our partners in 

Guatemala and more.  

When you like things or better yet share things, you’re letting God’s light 

shine in social media, where most people feel there is too much 

negativity.  

4. Read in public 

I hope you all will be reading Matthew and our devotional during Lent. 

And you don’t have to read it in private. Having a hard copy of the 

devotional might start a conversation. When you’re reading on your 

phone, someone might ask, “What are you looking at?” If you get the 

daily email, maybe you could forward one to a friend. 

We have lots of great books about Christian faith in the church library. 

You can read those too, and you reading such a book might inspire other 

folks.  

Or assuming you read your Bible at home, you could leave it on the 

coffee table or somewhere visible, to encourage others. (But don’t do 

that unless you’re actually reading the Bible!) 

5. Invite a friend 

Most of the Covenant people I talk with say how much they love this 

church. But as a whole we are very timid about inviting people to join 

us. We can invite people to church in a friendly and appropriate way: 
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“Our church is doing a big rummage sale. Do you have any donations? If 

so bring them in by Wednesday!” 

 “Hey we’re having a Wednesday dinner and short worship service this 

month. Want to join me?” 

 “On Sundays, we have great music, engaging classes, and plenty of 

coffee and donuts.  Plus the sermons are “adequate” and we have lots of 

great people. Would you like to join me?” 

 

There are many ways we can share God’s light, with our words, and especially 

with our deeds. 

In the gospel according to John, Jesus says “I am the light of the world.” That’s 

good news. 

In the gospel according to Matthew, Jesus says to his followers, “You are the 

light of the world.” That’s our calling to share the good news.  

 

Let us pray…  

Merciful God, as we journey through this season of Lent, help us to read and 

learn and grow and be transformed, so that your light shines through our words 

and our deeds. Help us to live with courage and boldness, as well as humility, 

integrity, and authenticity. Amen.  

 

 


