


Salt and Light 
Matthew 5:13-16

The beatitudes were all about establishing the identity and character of a FOLLOWER of Jesus, a citizen of His kingdom. Turn back to verse one.

“Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples came to him.” Matthew 5:1

Matthew 4 ended with Jesus going all over Galilee, preaching and healing everyone who came to him. So at this point in his ministry, his fame has spread all over Israel and even beyond to neighboring Gentile lands. People are coming from all over to see this miracle worker and hear this powerful preacher. 

Don’t miss the distinction here in verse 1.

“Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples came to him.” Matthew 5:1

At this point there are large crowds of people checking him out like you might visit a circus or football game. The crowds are not the same as the DISCIPLES who are coming to learn from Him, to follow Him. Disciple very simply means “student.” But more technically it means “APPRENTICE.” In our modern term it’s like a RESIDENT. You are studying under a master, an expert in a field, like (say) a brain surgeon. You are learning specific techniques and general principles. Your goal is to learn as much as you can from your teacher in order to become like him or her. 

For us, discipleship is mostly about EDUCATION, meaning INFORMATION, but in ancient times it was much more about FORMATION in the likeness of the master. 

Jesus, the Master Teacher, goes up on the mountain like the New Moses, and from the crowds of curious people come forward DISCIPLES to sit at His feet to listen and learn and be SHAPED by these words. 

Jesus opened with the beatitudes to describe what His true followers look like. 



These 8 or 9 qualities are present in ALL followers of Jesus – all of them. Basically, you either follow Jesus or you don’t. If you do believe in Him and have been transformed by His grace, then you have His Holy Spirit and will become like Him in these important ways. If you don’t believe in Jesus and have not been changed by His love, then you don’t have the Holy Spirit and won’t become like Jesus in all of these ways. [image: ]

So ask yourself: does this describe YOU? Are you humble, broken and poor in spirit? Do you grieve and weep and mourn over your sin and the sins of others in this world? Are you meek and submissive, surrendered to God and His will? Do you truly hunger and thirst for righteousness, or is your heart set on other things? Are you merciful and compassionate toward others as God has been to you? Are you pure in heart - loving God with all you are? Are you a peacemaker, seeking to reconcile others to God and to people, or are you a conflict maker? And do you gratefully endure persecution and opposition for the kingdom of God?

This doesn’t mean any of us are perfect in these qualities, but it should mean we are growing in them. Rooted in grace, growing in Christ, the fruit of these qualities should be increasingly visible in our lives. 

“Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples came to him.” Matthew 5:1
[image: ]
Are you in the CROWD, watching Jesus from a distance and maybe cheering for him from time to time? Or are you truly a disciple, sitting at Jesus’ feet to learn from Him and become more and more like Him? This is part of why we chose the baseball diamond as our discipleship pathway: it’s not enough to be a FAN of Jesus, singing some songs and cheering for Him sometimes. Jesus wants FOLLOWERS. He wants disciples who are in the game, learning from Him and becoming more like Him every day. 

Are YOU in the game? Or are you in the bleachers? Are you just a fan of Jesus, or are you truly a follower? Are you in the crowd, or are you sitting at Jesus’ feet as a devoted disciple? 

In this next section of the sermon on the mount Jesus gives us two IDENTITY markers:

“You are the salt of the earth… You are the light of the world…” Matthew 5:13,14

· He doesn’t say, “Go BECOME salt and light.” 
· He doesn’t say, “Go do salty things and light-kinds of things.” 
· He makes these identity descriptions for His disciples. Since JESUS is God’s salt and light in this world, His disciples are to increasingly become that salt and light, just like our Master. 

So let’s study each of these statements. What does it mean to be salt and to be light? There are three descriptions under each of these identity markers. 

· You are the salt of the earth
· As a follower of Jesus, His love and power are in you
“You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored?” Matthew 5:13

Even in ancient times salt was a common seasoning and was known for how it brought out flavor in various foods. What good is old or flavorless salt? It has no value; no purpose. But the point of salt is that it naturally DOES have a salty taste!

The point of both of these identity markers is to help His early followers (and us today) understand what happens when you trust in and follow Jesus: your identity changes. Your nature changes. It is a complete transformation. It is what we call being “born again,” and regenerated by the Holy Spirit of God. Paul says it this way to Titus about God’s great mercy:

· You are the salt of the earth
· As a follower of Jesus, His love and power are in you
“He saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit.” Titus 3:5

We are saved by grace alone through faith alone. Our works play no part in our forgiveness and reconciliation with God. The spiritual transformation of being born again is this internal, spiritual washing of regeneration through which God gives the new believer a new heart, changing your heart of stone into a heart of flesh and replacing your sinful spirit with the Holy Spirit as you become the holy temple of the Lord.

To take the salt analogy, before Jesus, you were the rancid meat on the side of the road, stinking up the whole area with the stench of death and disease. Yes. Raccoon roadkill. That was our condition before Jesus saved us. But by the mercy and love of God, Jesus died for you to change you from roadkill into flavorful salt!

Now Jesus can truly declare over you:

· You are the salt of the earth
· As a follower of Jesus, His love and power are in you
“You are the salt of the earth… You are the light of the world…” Matthew 5:13, 14

Think about how LITTLE these first disciples had done at this point. Even the core group of Simon, Andrew, James and John had barely been walking with Jesus for a few weeks, maybe a few months. They hadn’t done any miracles of their own. They hadn’t gone out to preach the good news on their own. 

But they had put their faith in Jesus and had started following Him. And by the grace of the Lord Jesus, that is ENOUGH! Just a mustard seed of faith is enough to save and transform you from being dead in sin to being alive in Christ; from being an altar to idols covered in dead bones to being the temple of the Holy Spirit; from being roadkill to being fresh, delicious salt!

So, is this YOU? Have you called on the Name of the Lord to save you? To forgive your sins and change you from the inside out? If you have, then you ARE the salt of the earth. His love and power and Spirit are in you and your whole identity has changed. Now, let’s consider the nature and purpose of salt.

· You are the salt of the earth
· To preserve people and Enhance the flavor of your places
“You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored?” Matthew 5:13

As it still does today, salt had two purposes in ancient times: to preserve food and to enhance its flavor. Until modern refrigeration, the primary way meats could be preserved to eat later was SALT. This was such an essential for civilization that ancient peoples built cities as close to salt mines and salt springs as they could. 

Not only does salt preserve food for periods of time, it also brings out the flavor. And it turns out, salt is important, in reasonable amounts, for human health. In our modern age in which everything is filled with preservatives and fast food is incredibly salty, most of us have been told to REDUCE our salt intake. But for Jesus’ listeners, salt was both obviously helpful and would later be shown to be even more helpful than his early disciples realized!

So what does it mean that followers of Jesus are the SALT OF THE EARTH? First, it means the earth is decomposing and needs salty people to prevent its total decay and devolution into anarchy and evil. You hardly need to open a history book or listen to a minute of the news to prove this point. Immorality and cruelty are easy to find. Morality and compassion are harder to find. 

Take Coach Tony Dungy as an example. He is a Tampa hero, of course. And is known around town for his integrity and character and also for how he and his wife have adopted so many children. What makes Coach Dungy extra inspiring is that most famous coaches get in the news for the opposite kinds of reasons: scandals and immorality, angry and loss of control.

Coach Dungy is a good example of one who is salt in a decomposing business. He brings flavor and preserves positive things in the NFL where it is mostly about ego and glory and money. 

What about you? Are you SALT where you live and work and play? Do you preserve the goodness that is there and enhance the flavor of your home and workplace?  

What will your legacy be in your workplace? Will you be remembered for the positive difference you made? Or will people breathe a sigh of relief when you move on? Will you be remembered for your love and patience and healthy relationships? Or will people think of you as one who was difficult and irritable? 

What do you want people to say at your FUNERAL? What will your life legacy be? I hope you will be known as one who was like salt in the earth – that you enhanced the flavor of every room you were in, that you preserved goodness and love and righteousness. 

LIKE JESUS DID. 

Jesus was the ultimate SALT. Anyone who comes to Him in faith is preserved forever – protected in His grace and safe in His love from all judgment and condemnation. Anyone who follows Jesus will also experience how His love enhances, strengthens and blesses you. Look at what happens when you experience the love of Jesus: 

· You are the salt of the earth
· To preserve people and Enhance the flavor of your places
“Being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” Ephesians 3:17-19

This is how to be “filled with all the fullness of God!” If we will personally KNOW how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, that is how Jesus fills you more and more with His own Holy Spirit. That is how Jesus enhances your flavor by placing more of His flavor in you. And the saltiness of Jesus boils down to one word: LOVE. One more point Jesus makes about being the salt of the earth:

· You are the salt of the earth
· Unless you are Not – look in the mirror!
“You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored?” Matthew 5:13

Jesus was amazingly direct. He went right after people, especially those who were self-deceived. The more proud and religious people were, the more Jesus went after them to expose their hypocrisy and incorrect self-perception. 

He was like a doctor who insisted on people seeing their actual situation. You have to get an accurate diagnosis.

· You are the salt of the earth
· Unless you are Not – look in the mirror!
“But if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything…” Matthew 5:13

What good is salt that isn’t salty? It is not good for anything except one thing:

· You are the salt of the earth
· Unless you are Not – look in the mirror!
“But if salt has lost its taste… It is no longer good for anything except to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet.” Matthew 5:13

To be trampled under feet. Look up that word “trampled” in your Bible app. Lots of verses come up in the Old Testament. Here is one in the Elisha series. Elisha the prophet predicted that a famine brought on by a siege would end the next day. The king’s captain disputed this prophecy and Elisha said, “Well, buddy, it ain’t gonna end well for you.” 

“Now the king had appointed the captain on whose hand he leaned to have charge of the gate. And the people trampled him in the gate, so that he died, as the man of God had said when the king came down to him.” 2 Kings 7:17

This was the time when the four lepers were outside the city and came upon the camp of the Syrian army that had all fled in terror and left all of their supplies behind. So suddenly these four lepers were eating like kings. They ate for a while but then started to feel bad so they went into the city and told everyone who was huddled in there fearing for their lives and starving. Then everyone came out and celebrated their deliverance together!

Well, all of them celebrated except this captain who got trampled by all the people rushing to the deserted enemy camp… 

Bottom line: trampling in the Bible is a bad thing. Very bad. It’s a sign of severe judgment and public condemnation… Salt itself can have this negative, sign of judgment effect as well. In Judges 9, after the Gideon account, Gideon’s son, Abimelech leads a coup and has his 70 half brothers murdered so he could be king over Israel. But one town, Shechem, wasn’t loyal to Abimelech and so the new king went to put down their little rebellion that was pretty much just like the rebellion he had just pulled off. 

“And Abimelech fought against the city all that day. He captured the city and killed the people who were in it, and he razed the city and sowed it with salt.” Judges 9:45

It wasn’t enough to burn the city to ground. He sowed it with salt so the soil would not be fertile again for years and years. 

Ironically, not long after this victory, Abimelech himself was killed when a woman dropped an upper millstone on his head. Suffice it to say – those are heavy and you don’t want one dropped on your head. So after being an agent of God’s judgment using salt, Abimelech suffered God’s judgment through a stone. What’s the point of these grim Old Testament references? Jesus is bringing these stories to mind with the reference to salt losing its saltiness and potentially getting trampled. 

· You are the salt of the earth
· Unless you are Not – look in the mirror!
“But if salt has lost its taste… It is no longer good for anything except to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet.” Matthew 5:13

So, in the same breath in which Jesus is affirming the new identity and nature of those who follow Him, He is warning those who don’t really believe in Him and aren’t truly His followers - not to kid themselves.

And that is how Jesus ends the whole sermon: with a beautiful promise followed by an ominous warning. The promise, for those who hear His words and DO THEM is that they will be like a house built firmly on a rock that will weather any storm. But for those who hear but do not obey His teachings: 

“And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it.” 
Matthew 7:26-27

Two kinds of trees: a fruitful tree that is blessed, an unfruitful tree that is cut down and burned. Two kinds of springs: a freshwater spring that you can drink from and a saltwater spring that you can’t drink from. Two kinds of houses: one that stands firm through the storm, one the comes crashing down in ruin.

These contrasts show there are TWO KINDS OF PEOPLE: those who believe in and are transformed by Jesus and those who are not. This is our first half summary:

·  YOU are the salt of the earth
· As a follower of Jesus, His love and power are in you
· To preserve people and Enhance the flavor of your places
· Unless you are Not - look in the mirror!

Jesus declares His followers to BE the salt of the earth and the light of the world. What does it mean to be SALT? First it means that the love and power of Jesus are IN YOU. Once you commit your life to Jesus in faith, He changes you inside and His own Spirit moves into your heart to guide and empower you, filling you with His life and love and goodness. He enables you to have a preserving and enhancing influence on the people around you and the places in which you live. 

Are you salty like that? Do you see Jesus working in and through you? 

Or are you like salt that has lost its saltiness? 

I don’t believe you can lose your salvation. Some Bible-believing Christians do believe that you can. I don’t think it’s a super helpful thing to debate. 

Take this verse about the salt losing its saltiness and being only good to be thrown out and trampled. Does anyone want that to be their destiny? Does anyone want to be described by others and perceived by God as unsalty salt? You heard those OT references, do those sound like people who were “saved”? 

The debate is irrelevant, I think. 

The “unsalty” or “fruitless” person (who used to follow Jesus)
· Lost their salvation
· Was never saved at all

You can argue this either way. Someone used to come to church, used to attend your Bible study. Used to share the gospel. Used to serve in various ways. Seemed to genuinely love the Lord. 

But then something happened, or they just slowly drifted away. Over time they stopped coming to church, stopped reading the Bible, stopped talking about Jesus. Eventually there was very little fruit of the Spirit to see in their lives. Very little “saltiness,” you could observe.

Do you see why the debate is irrelevant? Did that person lose their salvation or were they never saved to begin with? Either way, the fruitless person is in danger of God’s judgment and being a tree that is chopped down and thrown in the fire. Either way the unsalty salt is in danger of God’s judgment, being thrown out and trampled. Here is how Jesus sums it up in Matthew 7:

“A healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus you will recognize them by their fruits.” Matthew 7:18-20

How do we know who the true followers of Jesus are? How do we discern if someone is genuinely saved? Their FRUIT. Galatians 5 tells us the fruit of the Holy Spirit growing in your life is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.” That doesn’t mean you are perfect if you really believe in Jesus, but it means you are growing in those areas. Or take the beatitudes: humility, repentance, surrender, growth, compassion, purity, reconciliation, endurance. The true follower of Jesus isn’t perfect, but you hunger and thirst for righteousness. You aren’t yet pure in heart, but you long to be. The true Christian is GROWING. There is at least SOME FRUIT, some saltiness. The Holy Spirit makes sure of that. 

Ok, now let’s briefly look at the other side of this. The light of the world.

· You are the light of the world
· So let it Show
“You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden.” Matthew 5:14

Do you see how Jesus is saying the same thing, but in a slightly different way. You ARE the salt of the earth. You ARE the light of the world. He doesn’t say: “Go DO salty things. Go do light-kinds of things.” He says YOU ARE. This is your new identity if you follow me; if you have my Holy Spirit. This is the new you.

Imagine a city on a hill. NYC. Paris. Chicago. Tampa. Ok, none of those have hills. But still, if you’re a few miles away at night, you can’t miss the sight of a city. And even in ancient times that was true. Jerusalem. Rome. Even Capernaum in northern Israel. The fires burning in every hearth. The candles and oil lamps lighting up other rooms. Where there are people, there is light. Life is visible in the form of LIGHT.

· You are the light of the world
· So let it Show
“You are the light of the world… let your light shine before men.” Matthew 5:14, 16

Jesus isn’t saying “Grit your teeth and make yourself saltier. Focus your efforts and squeeze some more light out of yourself.” He is saying “BE WHO YOU ARE.” Let people see how Jesus has changed you. Don’t hide the change from the world. If you have committed your life to Jesus, then you are different. Your nature has changed. 

· You are the light of the world
· Be who you are! Don’t hide the ways Jesus is Changing you!
“You are the light of the world… let your light shine before men.” Matthew 5:14, 16

Another way Jesus talks about this point is being “ashamed.” When Jesus was arrested and people started asking Peter if he followed Jesus, Peter was scared and ashamed to be associated with Jesus, so three times he denied knowing or following Jesus. Does that mean Peter wasn’t a true Christian? Of course not. Jesus made a special point of chasing Peter down to restore the fallen apostle, after the resurrection. After that Peter was very bold and unashamed as an apostle in the early church. Just read the book of Acts. 

· You are the light of the world
· Be who you Are! Don’t hide the ways Jesus is Changing you!
“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.” Matthew 5:15

Why light a candle or an oil lamp? Why turn on a light only to immediately cover it? In the old days, with a basket that would have been especially crazy because you’re going to catch the basket on fire!

What’s the purpose of light? To help people SEE. See each other. See the house. Keep you from tripping over the coffee table. 

Are YOU giving light to the people around you? Are you helping them see the truth about God, themselves and this world? That’s our final point today.

· You are the light of the world
· Do good for the glory of God alone 
“Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your father who is in heaven.” Matthew 5:16

At this point Jesus gets explicit about what it looks like to BE salt and light: it looks like GOOD WORKS. Followers of Jesus will do the kinds of things Jesus did: loving people, spending time with outcasts and unlovely people, caring for the sick and hurting, praying for healing and miracles. By definition the follower of Jesus FOLLOWS Him -we choose “the Jesus Way.” We live like Him with the goal of becoming MORE like Him. 
Jesus was the ultimate salt of the earth – protecting us and preserving us and enhancing our flavor. Jesus was the ultimate light of the world – showing us the truth about God, ourselves and the world. 

Now WE are the salt of the earth. We are the light of the world. We are the body of Christ. We are His hands and feet and eyes and mouth. Do people taste and feel our saltiness? Do they see our light? 

Not at all for our own glory but so that through these cracked clay pots the light of the glory of God shines! 
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