
Sermon 38: Luke 8:16-21: Fruitful Hearing

OUTLINE

Shining the light
Hearing and doing

INTRODUCTION

Famous Reformed Baptist pastor Al Martin preached a 16 part series on Luke 8:18, the 
series is called Take Heed How You Hear.  16 sermons on how to listen to the word of God! 
He deals with how we should prepare to listen before the sermon, how we should listen 
during the sermon, and what we should do after the sermon.  Many might think that this is 
overkill, but Jesus Himself in the portion before us continues to talk about how we hear 
God’s word.  The state of your heart, whether you are willing to listen, the consequences of 
not listening, what will happen if you listen well, what should follow listening; all these 
things are spoken of by Christ Himself.  We have just finished the parable of the Sower 
which is all about how we listen to God’s word.  Jesus described the four different hearts 
accounting for the four different types of responses to Jesus.  The portion we are looking at 
today, Luke 8:16-21 is directly linked to it.  “No one after lighting a lamp covers it with a jar 
or puts it under a bed, but puts it on a stand, so that those who enter may see the light. 
17 For nothing is hidden that will not be made manifest, nor is anything secret that will not 
be known and come to light. 18 Take care then how you hear, for to the one who has, more 
will be given, and from the one who has not, even what he thinks that he has will be taken 
away.”
19 Then his mother and his brothers came to him, but they could not reach him because of 
the crowd. 20 And he was told, “Your mother and your brothers are standing outside, 
desiring to see you.” 21 But he answered them, “My mother and my brothers are those who 
hear the word of God and do it.”  Jesus has levelled that challenge about how we listen, 
now He challenges us with this question: What will you do with the word you have heard?  
These verses divide naturally into our two points, we will be looking at how Jesus calls us to 
shine the light, and secondly to be hearers and doers of the Word.

Shining the light

V16, ‘“No one after lighting a lamp covers it with a jar or puts it under a bed, but puts it on 
a stand, so that those who enter may see the light.’  Jesus compares the teaching he gives 
and which has been received by the hearers to light.  And then He uses a truism to illustrate
the proper way to respond to His teaching.  The basic truth He assumes in the 
proverb/parable is that the purpose of light is to be seen not hidden.  And so it is stated as a
fact that ‘no one’ lights a lamp to then cover it, or to put it in a place where it cannot give its
light, like under the bed.  No the point of lighting a lamp is to help others to see by it and so
it is put in a place of prominence, on a stand and others can now see buy it as well.  The 
lamps that Jesus is describing are likely the typical clay oil lamps of the day which would be 
shaped like a saucer and have a handle and a spout and a wick.  

Since Jesus describes His teaching, and those who believe it as light and lights; and since 
the purpose of light is to shine, this has necessary implications for those who hear and 
become disciples of Christ.  There will be certain types of listening that are right and others 
that are wrong.  It is wrong to be a mere intellectual listener.  There are those who listen to
Christ out of intellectual curiosity, storing up facts, even delighting in the intimate details 
and truths of Christianity, but this never translates to any sort of faith or communication and



living out of their faith, this is a bad listener.  Then there is the fearful listener, this is the 
person who inwardly agrees with Christ and His teaching, but they are scared to live out 
their faith in Him, and they keep silence about the truth.  These are those who keep it 
hidden, or light it to keep it under the bed.  Jesus uses the purpose and nature of light to 
direct us to the purpose that we have as faithful hearers of the word, we are to become like 
lights shining in the darkness.  

This is how Jesus puts it in Matt. 5:14-16, ‘“You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill
cannot be hidden. 15 Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a stand, 
and it gives light to all in the house. 16 In the same way, let your light shine before others, 
so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.’  The 
main picture that Jesus has in mind is the picture of a traveller who has been travelling all 
day, night has fallen, but because he can see the light of the city he can see where he 
needs to go and will not get lost in the night.  The Church is a beacon, alight by which the 
travellers of this world find their way home to Jesus.  And as things get darker all around us 
our light if we simply maintain our standard of holiness will shine brighter.  However, if we 
go the way of the world, looking more like the world, we will look less different to the light.  
And we will lose our ability to guide the traveller, and they will run ashore on the rocks. 

Light is something that is needed in every person’s life.  We need light to live, to move, to 
see and function.  And the Church is the light of the world.  This means that we are 
supposed to be the world’s example and teacher, as well as the one that guides people to 
Jesus.  It is the Church that should be showing the world how to love, how to do marriage, 
how to be a family, how to raise children, how to be a good neighbour, how to love your 
enemies.  We are supposed to be helping the world that has lost their way.  Not only have 
they strayed and are on the path of death, even once some get life, they will continue to 
need a lamp for their feet as there are many potholes and dangers on the path that lies 
ahead of them.  We are to be the light house that stands over the hidden dangers and 
warns people of the possible death and destruction that lies in the path that they are on.

But we are coy.  No we are cowards.  we are fearful, and intimidated out of our duties by an
angry world.  We have lost our nerve, and have no compassion driving us to sacrifice 
suffering the world’s anger for it’s life.  Jesus knows our weakness and teaches us not to be 
what we naturally are.  We must put our lights on the lamp stand, we must live out our faith
boldly.  There is no place for chameleon or undercover Christians.  Christ tells us that by 
seeing our good deeds they will glorify God.  Let it be for God’s sake then that we shine our 
lights.

The trouble is, when people have had the lights off for a long period of time and you turn 
them on, it hurts and they who were sound asleep and enjoying the warmth of their dreams
will shout and strike out at those who turn on the light, so be it.  This reminds me of the 
story of John Bunyan, who went to prison because he refused to stop preaching.  “Ten 
years after he was married, when Bunyan was 30, his wife died in 1658, leaving him with 
four children under ten, one of them blind. A year later, he married Elizabeth who was a 
remarkable woman. The year after their marriage, Bunyan was arrested and put in prison 
because he was preaching without a license. She was pregnant with their firstborn and 
miscarried in the crisis. Then she cared for the children as step mother for 12 years alone, 
and bore Bunyan two more children, Sarah and Joseph.  She deserves at least one story 
here about her valor in the way she went to the authorities in August of 1661, a year after 
John's imprisonment. She had already been to London with one petition. Now she met with 
one stiff question: "Would he stop preaching? "  "My lord, he dares not leave off preaching 
as long as he can speak." (Piper).



“So for 12 years Bunyan chooses prison and a clear conscience over freedom and a 
conscience soiled by the agreement not to preach. He could have had his freedom when he 
wanted it. But he and Elizabeth were made of the same stuff. When asked to recant and not
to preach he said, "If nothing will do unless I make of my conscience a continual butchery 
and slaughter-shop, unless, putting out my own eyes, I commit me to the blind to lead me, 
as I doubt not is desired by some, I have determined, the Almighty God being my help and 
shield, yet to suffer, if frail life might continue so long, even till the moss shall grow on mine
eye-brows, rather than thus to violate my faith and principles."” (Piper).

V17, ‘For nothing is hidden that will not be made manifest, nor is anything secret that will 
not be known and come to light.’  The second way in which Jesus motivates us to be doers 
of the word is by warning us of a coming judgement.  If v16 was targeted at fearful hearers 
of the word, I think v17 is aimed at hypocritical hearers of the word.  The main form of 
religious practice in Jesus day was hypocritical practice.  The Pharisees had cast the mold 
for an externalism in religion that there was a risk that some might follow Jesus externally 
but like with the Pharisees their hearts would be far from Him.  Incidentally I believe that all
perfectionistic forms of teaching inevitably result in hypocritical religion because they have 
to pretend they have attained to perfection, and have to ignore the heart where all of our 
sin comes from.  Jesus warns about the nature of the final judgement as bringing the 
hidden things to light, the internal things of the heart to light, the secret things being made 
known.  Ecc. 12:14, ‘For God will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, 
whether good or evil.’  

Some people follow Jesus because being religious makes them look good.  To be seen as a 
good citizen who is active in a church can create a respectability that is desirable.  To be 
part of something that is popular that all your friends are involved in may be why some 
become attached to the church.  Or to have a form of religion but in your heart to be 
clinging to secret idols of the heart and practicing sin in secret.  This may work in other 
religions, you may be able to pull the wool over the eyes of man, but God sees all things.  
Psalm 90:8, ‘You have set our iniquities before you, our secret sins in the light of your 
presence.’  True submission to the word of God includes giving over our hearts and our 
private lives to God not merely external performances.  

V18, ‘Take care then how you hear, for to the one who has, more will be given, and from 
the one who has not, even what he thinks that he has will be taken away.”  In this verse 
Jesus warns people how to listen properly, and this comes with a warning.  If you think you 
have the truth and do nothing with it, even what you thought you had will be taken away.  
And for those who have the truth and obey it they will be given more.  Diligent hearers 
receive more, negligent hearers have what they thought they had taken away.  The first 
thing we can say here is that there is no neutrality and fence sitting when it comes to Christ.
If you hear Him and do nothing, there is a judgement from God which involves the loss of 
any truth you thought you had.  This is a judgement of hardening because you did not 
choose the truth.  To not choose for the truth is to choose against it.  You are never neutral,
if you don’t believe and don’t act you choose to do so and you are against Christ.  The 
second thing we can say is that doing improves our knowing.  This is true of any area of life.
If I seek a knowledge of boxing how will best learn it from a book or by doing it?  When we 
have the truth and obey it, this leads us deeper into the truth and increases our 
understanding of it.

Turn to John 7:17, ‘If anyone’s will is to do God’s will, he will know whether the teaching is 
from God or whether I am speaking on my own authority.’  Here Jesus is speaking to the 
Jews who were marveling at His teachings.  They were refusing to accept Jesus teaching 



using the excuse that Jesus was not studied.  Here Jesus reveals why certain people will not
believe the plain truth.  If our hearts do not want God’s will, we will not be inclined to 
believe even the truth.  I put this verse before you to vanquish the myth of neutrality.  If 
you don’t want to give up your sins, your favourite sin, maybe even sins that you haven’t 
committed yet but you really want to, and God is getting in the way.  If there is an 
unwillingness to submit to His authority, you are more susceptible to lies.  You are biased 
against His truth and more open to those voices which will give you excuses to sin.  You will
be more willing to believe lies, to doubt the bible, to entertain alternatives to God.  If you 
make the choice to stop hearing what God is saying to you, to silence your conscience, to 
reject wise counsel, what you think you have will be taken from you.  Don’t sit on the fence.
But if you do desire the truth and God’s will, then the truth confirms itself to you in ways 
those who resist it cannot experience.       

Do you hear but are too fearful to act on the truth; do you hear but are to committed to 
your sins and so pretend at religion; do you hear but sit on the fence refusing to commit?  
Jesus has a warning, these are all hearing without doing, and fruitless, the end is judgement
and not salvation.  

Hearing and doing

V19-21, ‘Then his mother and his brothers came to him, but they could not reach him 
because of the crowd. 20 And he was told, “Your mother and your brothers are standing 
outside, desiring to see you.” 21 But he answered them, “My mother and my brothers are 
those who hear the word of God and do it.”  Why were Jesus mother and brothers trying to 
reach Him.  Mark 3:21 gives us some context, ‘And when his family heard it, they went out 
to seize him, for they were saying, “He is out of his mind.”  Jesus family is hearing about the
crowds that are following Jesus and are growing concerned.  Mary has faith in Jesus but this
does not mean that she is not concerned and confused not fully aware of what Jesus is 
doing or has to do.  Jesus siblings, his half-brothers and sisters did not believe in Jesus until 
after His resurrection, John 7:5, ‘For not even his brothers believed in him.’  But in Acts 1:14
we see them praying in the upper room and this probably due to Jesus appearing 
specifically to James after His resurrection, 1 Cor. 15:7.  The crowd brings to Jesus attention
that His family is waiting outside for Him.  Jesus uses this as an opportunity for an object 
lesson to continue to drive the point of being doers of the word home, ‘My mother and my 
brothers are those who hear the word of God and do it.’  This is not the only time that Jesus
takes a connection with His earthly family and connects it to being part of the family of God 
spiritually, stressing that we are to be doers of the word, Luke 11:27-28, ‘As he said these 
things, a woman in the crowd raised her voice and said to him, “Blessed is the womb that 
bore you, and the breasts at which you nursed!” 28 But he said, “Blessed rather are those 
who hear the word of God and keep it!” 

Now many have got the wrong idea from this section that Jesus was neglectful of His family.
This is not the case.  Jesus would have been the most obedient child who ever lived, and 
perfectly kept the 5th commandment to honor your parents.  Jesus criticized the Pharisees 
who created a teaching which enabled people to neglect looking after their parents 
financially, and on the cross made sure that Mary would be looked after by the apostle John 
after He died as the eldest son. Jesus did not disown His parents or neglect their physical 
needs.  This situation gives evidence of a caring family, for its seems that despite their 
misunderstanding they are acting out of care and concern.  

Now we must not miss Jesus definition of who is a child of God.  There are many people 
who hear the word of God, some of them ignore it and the parable of the soils pictures 



them as the path upon which the seed falls but is then stolen away.  Then there are those 
who hear it and appear to receive it.  The parable of the soils pictures them as the shallow 
rocky soil that accepts it with joy but then turns away when the difficulties arise.  But also 
as the thorny soil that allows the cares and riches and pleasures of this life to choke out the 
word.  Casual faith, temporary faith, hypocritical faith that clings to its sin while claiming 
Christ is Lord, none of these are the children of God.  None of these are in the family of God
with Jesus as our older brother.  Those who hear the word and believe it, and their faith is 
then evidenced in obedience, these and these only can claim to be disciples as they are truly
following Christ and His teaching.  Only these can claim Him as Lord as they are doing His 
will.  Only these can claim to be children of God as they do their Father’s will and bear out 
the family resemblance of holiness and obedience.  

Now we must be clear that we are not saved by the works but to the works.  John 1:12-13, 
‘But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 
children of God, 13 who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of 
man, but of God.’  You are not a child of God by virtue of your physical birth, Jesus here 
tells us that we become children of God when we believe.  It is not by our works that 
receive the right to become children of God but we become children when we trust in God 
to save us.  Salvation cannot be bought with our works, that is why we are saved by faith.  
However, we are saved to do good works.  Eph. 2:10, ‘For we are his workmanship, created
in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in 
them.’  

So how would you describe yourself this morning?  Are you a hearer or a doer.  Are you 
merely an intellectual hearer, a fearful hearer, a hypocritical and worldly hearer, are you a 
procrastinating hearer who hears but who refuses to act?  Jesus warns us against such 
hearing.  We are called to be lights in a dark world, to shine our lights to the glory of God, 
to fear God more than we fear man and to obey the teachings of Christ openly showing that
we are one of His disciples.     

      

        
    


