
The Church - The Light of the World 
 
In this short study, we will seek to understand what Jesus meant when he told his disciples that they 
would be “the light of the world”, like the sun and the stars. Jesus also told his followers that they 
would “shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father”. Below are those passages: 
 

Matthew 5:14 
You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. 
 
Matthew 13:43 
Then the righteous will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him 
hear. 

 
What does it mean for the disciples of Jesus to be God’s “lights in the world”. And, as God’s 
“bearers of light” in the world, what is our purpose and responsibility? To answer these questions, 
we must begin at the beginning. 
 

Genesis 1:14-16 
Then God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the heavens to separate the day from the night, 
and let them be for signs and for seasons and for days and years; and let them be for lights in 
the expanse of the heavens to give light on the earth”; and it was so. God made the two great lights, the 
greater light to govern the day, and the lesser light to govern the night; He made the stars also. 

 
In the beginning, God created the literal sun and moon to give “light on the earth”. The sun and 
the moon served as rulers or “governors”. The sun (the greater light) governed the day, the moon 
(the lesser light) governed the night. They also served to separate “the day” from “the night”. Thus, 
the literal sun and moon were created to rule/govern and to separate day from night or light from 
darkness. But ultimately, God’s physical creation pointed to something beyond the natural, 
something spiritual; as the psalmist declares: 
 

Psalms 19:1-3 
The heavens are telling of the glory of God; and their expanse is declaring the work of His hands. Day to 
day pours forth speech, And night to night reveals knowledge. There is no speech, nor are 
there words; their voice is not heard. 

 
According to Psalm 19, the “heavens” (the sun, moon, and stars) serve to testify to the glory of God 
and his works. In other words, these heavenly lights pointed to a glory and splendor greater than 
themselves. They pointed to the rule and governance of God not only over day and light and light 
and darkness, but over all of creation. And, just as God’s glory and image was given to man to rule 
the earth on His behalf; “Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image according to Our likeness; and let 
them rule….”, so the sun, moon, and stars came to represent that rule of man in the earth; 
specifically, the rule and governance of God’s kingdom-people in the midst of the nations. Notice 
what we read in the 37th chapter of the book of Genesis: 
 
 
 



Genesis 37:9-11 
Now he had still another dream, and related it to his brothers, and said, “Lo, I have had 
still another dream; and behold, the sun and the moon and eleven stars were bowing down to me.” He 
related it to his father and to his brothers; and his father rebuked him and said to him, 
“What is this dream that you have had? Shall I and your mother and your brothers actually come to 
bow ourselves down before you to the ground?” His brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept 
the saying in mind. 

 
Jacob understood the “sun, moon and stars” in his son Joseph’s dream to refer to himself, Rachel 
(his wife) and his eleven other sons. In other words, the heavenly lights represented the rulers of 
God’s covenant people, Israel. Said another way, the rulers and leaders of Israel were the “light of 
the world”, given by God to govern the day and the night and to separate the light from the darkness, 
spiritually and morally speaking. This idea of rulers and authorities functioning as “light bearers” 
in the world was not limited to Israel alone, but extended even to the pagan nations of that time. 
Although these nations did not reflect the glory and character of God as did the nation of Israel, 
they nonetheless served a role in God’s eternal plan as rulers and governors of their times.  
 
In Isaiah’s day, the judgment and destruction of Babylon by the Medes and the Persians was 
depicted as the darkening of the heavenly lights. According to Isaiah, for the sun, moon, and stars 
to be darkened meant that Babylon’s rule and reign as a world power was coming to an end. In 
approximately 539 B.C., when King Cyrus of Persia conquered Babylon it meant the God had 
turned the “lights out” on the Babylonian kingdom. 
 

Isaiah 13:9-10 
Behold, the day of the Lord is coming, cruel, with fury and burning anger, to make the 
land a desolation; and He will exterminate its sinners from it. For the stars of heaven and their 
constellations will not flash forth their light; the sun will be dark when it rises and the moon will not shed 
its light. 

 
In Ezekiel’s day, the judgment of Egypt by Babylon depicted in the same imagery meant precisely 
the same thing. To say that God would darken the sun, moon, and stars in the judgment of Egypt 
meant that the rule and reign of the Egyptians was about to be cease. The light that they served to 
radiate was about to be snuffed out. 
 

Ezekiel 32:7-8 
“And when I extinguish you, I will cover the heavens and darken their stars; I will cover the sun with 
a cloud and the moon will not give its light. All the shining lights in the heavens I will darken over you and 
will set darkness on your land,” Declares the Lord God. 

 
In the gospels, Jesus uses the identical imagery in the context of the AD70 judgment and 
destruction of the nation of Judah and the city of Jerusalem. Jesus was telling the Jews of his day 
that Israel after the flesh (the ethnic seed of Abraham) was about to be removed as God’s light in 
the world. They light of the image, glory, and kingdom of God that they were chosen and 
commissioned to radiate and expand was going to be extinguished through the judgment of God 
meted out by Rome. 
 
 



Matthew 24:29 
But immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not 
give its light, and the stars will fall from the sky, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken. 

 
Notice what the scholar William Kimball has said concerning the above passages: 
 
“When Israel was judged, or when Babylon was subdued by the Medes, or when Idumea and 
Egypt were destroyed. It was not the literal sun, moon, and stars that were darkened. The literal 
starts of heaven did not fall from the skies and the literal constellations were not dissolved or rolled 
up as a scroll. These figurative expressions were clearly presented in a purely symbolic manner to 
characterize the destruction befalling nations and earthly powers”. 
 
New Testament scholar N.T. Wright agrees when he says: 
 
“It is crass literalism, in view of the many prophetic passages in which this language denotes socio-
political and military catastrophe, to insist that this time (Mathew 24:29) the words must refer to 
the physical collapse of the space-time world…. In summary, Mt. 24:29 is stock-in-trade old 
testament prophetic language for national disaster. “Jesus is not predicting that strange astronomical 
events will occur; he is predicting the judgment of God on the Jewish nation”. 

But, if the language of “de-creation” (darkening/destruction) of these heavenly lights meant the 
removal or end of the rule and reign of a nation, then the “re-creation” (restoration/illumination) 
of them signified just the opposite - the establishment and increase of a nation’s rule and reign. 
More specifically, it meant that God was raising up a nation to bear His glory and image to be the 
“light” of His presence in the world. We see this in the following section of Isaiah 30, a prophecy 
of Israel’s restoration. 
 

Isaiah 30:25-26 
On every lofty mountain and on every high hill there will be streams running with water 
on the day of the great slaughter, when the towers fall. The light of the moon will be as the light 
of the sun, and the light of the sun will be seven times brighter, like the light of seven days, on the day the 
Lord binds up the fracture of His people and heals the bruise He has inflicted. 

 
The prophet Daniel uses the same imagery to refer to the glory and righteousness of God’s 
covenant people. Through the last days tribulation and resurrection, the true people of God would 
once again become God’s “heavenly lights” in the world. 
 

Daniel 12:1-3 
Now at that time Michael, the great prince who stands guard over the sons of your people, 
will arise. And there will be a time of distress such as never occurred since there was a 
nation until that time; and at that time your people, everyone who is found written in the 
book, will be rescued. Many of those who sleep in the dust of the ground will awake, these 
to everlasting life, but the others to disgrace and everlasting contempt. Those who have insight 
will shine brightly like the brightness of the expanse of heaven, and those who lead the many to righteousness, 
like the stars forever and ever. 
 



What must not be missed is that Jesus quotes Daniel 12:1 in Matthew 24:21, a context of ethnic 
Israel’s destruction (the extinguishing of the sun, moon, and stars - Matthew 24:29), and places its 
fulfillment in the lifetime of his own generation (24:34). In other words, through Israel’s judgment 
and destruction in AD70, the Old Covenant people of God were removed as God’s “light of the 
world”, and Jesus’ disciples - the true people of God were established as the “true heavenly lights”, 
the new rulers and governors of God’s heavenly kingdom. This is precisely what Jesus predicted 
through the parable of the Lord’s vineyard in Matthew 21, and the Jewish leaders of the day knew 
it. 
 
Matthew 21:40-41,43,45 
Therefore when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those vine-growers? They 
said to Him, “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end, and will rent out the vineyard to other vine-growers 
who will pay him the proceeds at the proper seasons…. Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken 
away from you and given to a people, producing the fruit of it…. When the chief priests and the Pharisees 
heard His parables, they understood that He was speaking about them. 
 
It was in anticipation of these events that Jesus told his disciples that they were the “light of the 
world” in Matthew chapter 5. 
 

Matthew 5:14 
You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. 

 
And, this is precisely what Jesus meant when he told his disciples in Matthew chapter 13 that they 
would “shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father”. 
 

Matthew 13:40-43 
So just as the tares are gathered up and burned with fire, so shall it be at the end of the age. The 
Son of Man will send forth His angels, and they will gather out of His kingdom all stumbling 
blocks, and those who commit lawlessness, and will throw them into the furnace of fire; in 
that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine forth as the 
sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him hear. 

 
We also point out the fact that in Matthew 13:43, Jesus alludes back to Daniel 12:3 and places it’s 
fulfillment at the “end of the age” (the end of the Jewish age, which culminated the fall of the 
temple in AD70 - Matthew 24:2-3,14,34). What this means is, the time when the church (the 
righteous) would “shine forth as the sun” in the kingdom of God would be at the end of the Jewish 
age in AD70. Said another way, the sons of God would become in the fullest sense God’s “lights 
in the world” - His sun, moon, and stars - when the Old Covenant people of God who had rejected 
that mission and mandate had been judged and removed. In anticipation of that great and glorious 
day, the apostle Paul wrote: 
 

Philippians 2:14-15 
Do all things without grumbling or disputing; so that you will prove yourselves to be 
blameless and innocent, children of God above reproach in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, 
among whom you appear as lights in the world. 



Likewise, as the church in Thessalonica waited for the “hope of righteousness”, Paul told them that 
they were “sons of light” and “sons of the day”. They were God’s lights among those in darkness 
commissioned to rule and govern both the day and the night (good and evil). 
 

1 Thessalonians 5:4-8 
But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day would overtake you like a thief; for you 
are all sons of light and sons of day. We are not of night nor of darkness; so then let us not sleep 
as others do, but let us be alert and sober. For those who sleep do their sleeping at night, 
and those who get drunk get drunk at night. But since we are of day, let us be sober, having put on 
the breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet, the hope of salvation. 

 
In the book of Revelation, following the judgment of Old Covenant Israel (Babylon the Great 
Harlot) and thus the covenantal darkening of the “sun, moon, and stars”, John sees the 
establishment of a new covenant people bearing the image and glory of God. What John sees is 
the perfected body of Christ, the Church, God’s heavenly lights, His sun, moon, and stars, His new 
creation; His “light of the world” among the nations. 
 

Revelation 21:1-3,9-11 
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there 
is no longer any sea. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made 
ready as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, 
“Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they 
shall be His people, and God Himself will be among them…. Then one of the seven angels 
who had the seven bowls full of the seven last plagues came and spoke with me, saying, 
“Come here, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.” And he carried me away in the Spirit to a 
great and high mountain, and showed me the holy city, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
having the glory of God….”  

 
In conclusion: 
Today, the Church, the Body of Christ carries God’s glory and image bearing His light of truth and 
righteousness among the nations who walk in darkness. To be God’s “lights in the world” means 
that we were recreated in Christ to reflect the character and nature of God to each other and to 
humanity that people of all tongues, tribes, and nations might be saved. Our responsibility as 
Christians being the “light of the world” is to love and uplift, to teach and correct, and to stand for 
righteousness and justice by opposing all wrongdoing and oppression. In this way, the Church rules 
both the “day and the night” and separates (judges) between “light and darkness” (good and evil). 
The mission and mandate of the Church, God’s sun, moon and stars, is to advance the eternal rule 
and reign of Christ in the earth by reflecting the glory and person of God in every area of our lives. 
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