
Intro  
We are entering a new section of the Sermon on the Mount this morning.  We spent four weeks Matthew 
5:1-12 looking at the characteristics of those who belong to Christ.  Today, we are going to focus on 
verses that transition us from the Beatitudes to Jesus’ relationship to and interpretation of the Old 
Testament Law and what it means for His disciples. 

These transitional verses found in Matthew 5:13-16 are very important.  They can be found on page 858 
of the black pew bibles in front of you.  From these four verses I think we’ll learn God’s purpose for 
growing those eight character traits we looked at over the past several weeks.  Let’s read these verses 
together.  Hear the Word of the Lord: 

13 “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt should lose its taste, how can it be made salty? It’s no 
longer good for anything but to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet. 
14 “You are the light of the world. A city situated on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 No one lights a 
lamp and puts it under a basket, but rather on a lampstand, and it gives light for all who are 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 in heaven. 

Let’s pause to ask for God’s guidance as we study His word together: Sovereign God, we thank You for the 
truth of Scripture. Help us now with seeing eyes, with spiritual illumination to understand the truth of Your 
Word. This is Your very revelation. Your revelation of Yourself and of Your will. It is that whether we 
understand it or not. But we would rather understand it O God, for that we need the work of the Spirit 
opening our eyes and applying this truth to our own hearts. May we be mindful. May our hearts take hold 
of the truth of these four verses and may we be changed by them, and may our witness be more sure to 
others because of it. And above all, may Christ be glorified in our knowing the truth. For we ask these 
things in Jesus’ name. Amen.  

Earlier we read together from the New City Catechism, a relatively new resource aimed at helping both 
children and adults learn the core doctrines of the Christian faith.  Catechisms—which are just summaries 
of belief broken down in the form of questions and answers for memorization purposes—have fallen out 
of favor in many churches like ours over the past hundred years or so but they have a rich tradition within 
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Baptist churches dating back at least to the 1600s when a pastor named Hercules Collins published a 
Baptist revision of the Heidelberg Catechism, which was at the time already over 100 years old.  1

Perhaps the most influential Baptist catechism was published in 1693 and credited to a man named 
Benjamin Keach.  I say it was influential because it would have been the method by which the earliest 
baptists in America taught doctrine to their children in the 1700s in places like Philadelphia and 
Charleston, two of the first cities where Baptist churches gained prominence in the new world. 

I share this with you for a couple of reasons.  First, that you’ll know just a little bit of the history of 
catechisms.  But more importantly because my mind kept getting drawn back to the second question of 
Keach’s Catechism this week: 

Q. 2. What is the chief end of man? 
A. Man's chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever.  2

This is a great foundational truth of the Christian faith.  The purpose of every person is to glorify God and 
enjoy Him forever.   

Paul tells the church at Corinth: 

31 So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God. (1 Cor 
10:31) 

I love that verse and it has helped me over the years to ground my thoughts in the reality that every 
aspect of our lives is an act of worship.  Every task we engage in both can and should be done in a way 
that God would get glory.  From the way we sing songs in here on Sunday morning to the way we go to 
Walmart on Monday afternoon, we do it as an act of worship.  And if you can manage to go to Walmart in 
a way that God is glorified you’re ready to walk through any trial this world can throw at you. 

But the aim of Jesus’ words for us in Matthew 5:13-16 are subtly different than Paul’s in 1 Corinthians 10.  
Paul was exhorting the Corinthians in their actions—the things they do.  Jesus is talking about who his 
followers are, not what they do.   

If you’re like me you tend to think of faith matters in terms of imperatives: things we do.  And that’s not 
bad, necessarily.  It’s very practical.  And it can be very helpful.  Jesus does that in places.  But that isn’t 
what we see in our text today.  The glory of God is very much in view, that’s how he closes out this section.  

 https://www.rbap.net/our-books/an-orthodox-catechism-by-hercules-collins/1

 http://www.reformedreader.org/ccc/keachcat.htm2
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You see it in verse 16.  The result of these salt and light statements is that God is glorified.  But notice that 
Jesus doesn’t tell his disciples to be salt and light.  We aren’t dealing with imperatives here.  We’re 
dealing with indicatives.  You are the salt of the earth.  You are the light of the world. 

And if you’ve been with us for a while you might notice that as a natural outflow from what we’ve studied 
the past four weeks.  Those weren’t imperatives either.  They were characteristics of those who belong to 
to the Kingdom of God.  Remember you’re shaped by where you’re from, right?  For most of the country 
the words ‘tornado warning’ mean seek shelter.  But in the midwest it means go outside and point your 
camera phone at the sky.  I don’t know why, but that seems to be true.  And because we belong to God, 
the characteristics of the beatitudes should be ever more true of us over time. 

And Jesus intentionally follows the beatitudes with the declaration that His followers are salt and light. 

You may hear that and not have a clue what Jesus is talking about.  And that’s okay.  We’re going to spend 
the rest of our time together today unpacking those statements and I think we’ll see this: God’s people 
are in the world to preserve and reveal for the glory of God.  We are to be salt of preservation and 
light of revelation for the glory of God wherever He has placed us in the world. 

I think that’s the main truth we’ll walk out of this room with today.  And we’ll get there by examining these 
two statements.   

Salt of Preservation 

First, you are the salt of the earth—verse 13.  Let me spend just a couple of minutes on that phrase, ‘of the 
earth.’ Because we get a similar phrase in verse 14 when Jesus says you are the light ‘of the world.’  

What Jesus has already placed in front of us in the Sermon on the Mount shows that His people are to be 
extremely different from the world: humble in a proud world, merciful in a greedy world, hungry for 
righteousness that comes from God in a world that seems to be hungry only for things that never truly 
satisfy.  We’re to be so different, according to verses 10-12, that the world will push back by persecuting 
us as a direct result of Christ’s work in our lives. 

Yet in the face of this difference, and even in the face of persecution, Jesus doesn’t say we should 
withdraw from the world.  No, the very next thing He says is that we should be salt of the earth.  If you 
keep salt separate from something it has no effect.  If you sit a salt shaker next to your food you’re not 
going to taste it.   
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But there were those in Jesus’ day and virtually all throughout the history of God’s people who thought 
that to be holy you had to separate yourself from the things of the world. 

There was a sect of Judaism during Jesus’ day known as the Essenes.  They thought that following God 
meant that you needed to separate yourself from the influence of the world—preferably by physically 
removing yourself from contact with worldly people.  The Essenes lived communal life together separated 
from anyone who wasn’t a part of their sect. 

Later in the history of Christianity people separated themselves from society to live in monasteries and 
devote themselves to their own spiritual growth.  That’s removing yourself from the world.  Jesus prayed 
this for his followers in John 17: 

16 They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. 17 Sanctify them by the truth; your word 
is truth. 18 As you sent me into the world, I also have sent them into the world.  

It’s clear that we are to be different even there, isn’t it? We’re not of the world but we are, verse 18, sent 
into it.  Separating ourself from non-believers makes it really hard to engage in Great Commission work.  
Jesus left his followers with the command to go make disciples of all nations baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit in Matthew 28.  To do that, you’ve got to meet the nations 
where they’re at.  We can’t separate ourselves fully from the world to be focused on our own holiness.  We 
may want to insulate ourselves or especially our kids from the danger of the world or the values held by 
the world.  But to be effective in engaging the lost with the gospel we have to know them.  I don’t know 
this for sure, but to the best of my knowledge the Amish don’t have a robust missionary presence in the 
world.  They’ve separated themselves from the rest of the world. 

So we’ve got application here before we really even get into this text.  Because you belong to Christ you 
should be intentionally engaged in relationships with lost people for the purpose of acting as 
preservative and being a light of revelation to them.   

Let’s see what those two phrases mean now.   

Jesus calls his followers salt of the earth.  A pair of scholars spent a lot of time examining the uses of salt 
in the first century and they came up with more than 10 possible meanings of what Jesus said here,  3

including sacrifice, peace, friendship, sealing covenants, and wisdom.  All those are helpful in their own 
ways, but I think it most likely that Jesus was talking bout one of two functions of salt here. 

 The Gospel according to Saint Matthew. By W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison Jr. Edinburgh, T&T Clark, 1991.3
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I believe there to be some truth to the notion that Christians function as salt of the earth in the same way 
that salt flavors food.  When salt is used, you notice it.  When Christians are present, you should notice 
them. 

We used to illustrate sexual purity with cookies when I was teaching students.  Sex outside of marriage 
may have looked good on the outside but in the end it’s a sinful and bitter experience.  So we’d bake 
cookies but instead of sugar we’d use salt.  Guess what?  They noticed.  The cookies looked good on the 
outside but it didn’t take long for them to notice that something was different. 

Commentator Douglas Sean O’Donnell found an interesting way to put this idea.  He wrote ‘there is to be 
a distinct taste to Christians.’  And I think that’s a true statement.  But you don’t just notice salt when it’s 
present.  You also notice it when it’s missing. 

I spent three years working the night shift at a homeless shelter shortly after Monika and I got married.  
The shelter was in a 150-year old house and it tended to get rather drafty late at night.  I often took a can 
of Progresso chicken noodle soup with me to work.  But one night, after I had microwaved my soup, I sat 
down to eat it and noticed that it tasted awful.  Well, maybe not to much that it tasted awful as much as 
that it just didn’t taste. 

I knew something was wrong and I went back to dig the can out of the trash just to make sure it hadn’t 
expired or something like that and that’s when I notice two words on the label: Low Sodium.  So I 
grabbed a salt shaker and fixed it.  It’s amazing how quickly the taste went back to normal.  Have you ever 
been in an environment—a workplace, a locker room, or maybe even a family gathering—where there just 
aren’t any Christians?  It’s noticeably different. 

And the presence or absence of Christians should be noticeable.  But it’s not just that we change the 
flavor of our surroundings. I think the function of salt Jesus had in mind primarily in this text is that salt is a 
preservative. 

Salt was extremely valuable in the economy to which Jesus spoke these words originally and its most 
valuable uses weren’t for seasoning.  Salt was perhaps most valuable as a preservative and it remains 
today one of the most widely used of all food preservatives.  Remember, Jesus spoke these words into a 
world that pre-dated refrigeration by hundreds of years.  When you cooked meat its expiration date was 
today.   So salt as a preservative was very valuable.  So valuable, in fact, that it’s reported Roman 
legionnaires were sometimes paid in salt.    4

 https://www.seasalt.com/history-of-salt4
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What does it mean, then, that God’s people are a preservative to the world? I think I can illustrate it to you 
from the Bible but first we need to establish a baseline. 

God is good and apart from God’s goodness the world is evil.  It’s not just bad, it’s not just flawed, it’s evil.  
After sin entered the world in Genesis, humanity has been fundamentally broken.  You and I, prior to our 
conversion, were not just neutral in God’s eyes.  We had declared ourselves God’s enemies by our 
disobedience and unbelief. 

The world around us isn’t just broken.  It’s evil.  Sometimes that’s clear for us to see—like when the world 
tries to pass off the murder of innocent children as a women’s healthcare issue.  Other times it’s not so 
clear, but the Biblical position on the world is that it is evil. 

In Genesis 6:5 we’re told the Lord saw that human wickedness was widespread on the earth and that 
every inclination of the human mind was nothing but evil all the time.   

That remains true of humanity today.  The fact that we have the word genocide in our vocabulary should 
be all we need to condemn the human heart as evil.  That term is a combination of two words that mean 
race and killing.  And modern scientists have even confirmed the evil in the heart of humans.  A study 
detailed in National Geographic in 2016 found that no other species kills one another with the frequency 
and viciousness of humans.  5

So how are God’s people a preservative salt to the evil of humanity?  

In the very same chapter where we see every inclination of the human mind was nothing but evil all the 
time we get that answer.  There we read that Noah found favor with the Lord.  And it’s through Noah that 
the whole human race is preserved. 

I love how English theologian John Stott put it, “(W)hen society does go bad, we Christians tend to 
throw up our hands in pious horror and reproach the non-Christian world; but should we not rather 
reproach ourselves? One can hardly blame unsalted meat for going bad. It cannot do anything else. 
The real question to ask is: where is the salt?”   6

Salt preserves.  Do you remember when God visits with Abraham in Genesis 18?  He tells Abraham “The 
outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is immense, and their sin is extremely serious. I will go down to see if 
what they have done justifies the cry that has come up to me.”  (Genesis 18:20-21a)  

 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/09/human-violence-evolution-animals-nature-science/5

 https://stephenbarkley.com/2015/11/23/the-message-of-the-sermon-on-the-mount-john-r-w-stott/6
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Abraham knew his nephew Lot was in the city so he made an appeal. He says Lord, what if there are fifty 
righteous people in the city?  Will you really destroy it?  God responded if I find fifty righteous people I 
will spare the whole city.  Then Abraham grew a little bolder.  What if you find 45, then 40, then 30, then 
20, and finally Abraham says what if you find 10 righteous people.  And the Lord said if I find 10 righteous 
people I won’t destroy the city. 

God’s people are the preservative against evil humanity.   We’ve seen this proven not just in Scripture 
across history.  

I think we’ve even seen evidence of Christians preserving corrupt humanity in recent days in our nation 
with the gains that have been made in the ongoing battle against abortion in our country.  And we should 
celebrate those things!  Evil humanity is now hellbent on killing unborn children and we should do 
everything we can to protect those who can’t protect themselves while coming alongside hurting families 
to provide helpful alternatives to abortion.   

But let me offer a word of caution: the primary way we act as preservative is not political, it’s relational.  If 
we celebrate legislative victories while our neighbors are going to hell without the Gospel we’re missing 
the point.   That’s what Jesus means when He says that ineffective salt is useless.  The way God’s people 
affect the world is through affecting those around them. 

And I think it becomes clearer when we continue looking at Jesus’ words in our main text today: 

14 “You are the light of the world. A city situated on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 No one lights a 
lamp and puts it under a basket, but rather on a lampstand, and it gives light for all who are 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 in heaven. 

Light of Revelation 

We are salt of preservation and light of revelation to the world.  Again, this is indicative. It’s what you are if 
you belong to Christ, not what you do. 

We are salt by our mere presence, but we are light by the way in which we reveal the brokenness of those 
around us.  Salt works indirectly.  Often, you can’t even see it when functions as it is supposed to.  Light is 
more direct.   

This is where, by virtue of who we are, the truth of the gospel should flow out of our everyday lives into 
the relationships we have with those around us whether or not they’re believers. 

�7



Think about it, light has come into our lives in the person of Jesus Christ.  John 1 tells us this about Him: 

1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was 
with God in the beginning. 3 All things were created through him, and apart from him not one thing 
was created that has been created. 4 In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5 That light 
shines in the darkness, and yet the darkness did not overcome it. 

His light of truth has shined into our darkness.  It’s only because of that light we’ve recognized ourselves 
as evil, just like the world around us.  We were separated from God because of our sin. We made God our 
enemy and yet, while we were still sinners, He offered up His own Son as a peace offering.  But He is so 
much more than a peace offering because the finished work of Jesus doesn’t give me a new slate.  That’s 
important to know! Because if Jesus just wiped our slate clean we’d go right back out and mess it up 
again the very next minute.   

Jesus gave us His righteousness.  He secured our salvation today, tomorrow, and for eternity.  And it’s only 
because of the gospel we can be salt and light . . . and it’s only through the gospel we can be salt and 
light. 

We recognize we belong to a different Kingdom, so we live differently.  And the things we do, loving and 
serving our neighbor, helping those in need, opening our facility as a storm shelter, those things are how 
we live as salt. 

We live as light when, by virtue of the mercy grown within us by the Gospel, we reveal the dangerous 
situation those around us are in if they’re still separated from God. 

Look at Jesus’ two analogies again.  A city on a hill and a light on a lampstand.  Those are two things you 
can’t hide even if you want to.  Ancient near eastern cities would have been visible for miles both in the 
daylight and at night.  In the day their structures would have been clearly seen by anyone off in the 
distance, but at night, when the darkness descended and the fires would be lit the cities stood out even 
more.  The same with a lamp.  It would have been used to illuminate the whole household.   

But there’s one more thing about Jesus’ example that I think we need to point out.  Neither a city nor a 
lamp has any light of its own.  Remember, there was no electric company in Jesus’ day.  No switch to flip 
for the lights to come on.  The only source of light was fire.  The city and the lamp don’t have any fire of 
their own.  Someone had to build that fire in them and they had to do it with intentionality and purpose. 

God has made us light and He has done it on purpose.   
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Listen to 1 John  

5 This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light, and there is 
absolutely no darkness in him. 6 If we say, “We have fellowship with him,” and yet we walk in 
darkness, we are lying and are not practicing the truth. 7 If we walk in the light as he himself is in 
the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all 
sin. 

God has made us light so that we can walk in His light.  We’re to reflect the light God has given us to a lost 
and dying world.  Think about the brightest thing in the night sky—if you’re far enough away from the 
wash of artificial light to see the natural lights.   

The stars are beautiful, but from our vantage point one thing is going to overshadow them.  The moon.  
The moon is the brightest thing in the night sky, yet it has no light of its own.  The moon is a reflector.  It 
reflects the light of the sun and is therefore visible to us. 

We are to be the same way.  We don’t have any light, but we are to reflect God’s light to the world.   

And Jesus finishes by telling us why: 

Verse 16: so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven. 

What is the chief end of man?  To glorify God.  And the way God has arranged for Himself to be glorified 
among a people who are currently separated from Him is by His disciples reflecting His goodness to 
those who are lost so that they can know His goodness and be saved by Him. 

By way of application, let me give you just a few ways this happens before we close: 

Perhaps it’s easiest to boil it down this way: We are salt in the things that we do.  We are light in the things 
that we say.  I think that’s faithful to the text.  We are salt in the things we do, we are light in the things we 
say, specifically when we speak the truth of the gospel. 

So we act as preservative when we do good works, and some of these things we do corporately here at 
First Baptist.  We operate a food pantry.  Hunger exists because the world is broken, so we beat back that 
brokenness a little bit by feeding people who are hungry.  So we’re being salt.  It can lead to the light, to 
gospel conversations and it has many times.  But we’re not going to turn someone away if they don’t want 
to talk about the gospel or if they don’t believe in God. 
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The same with opening our facility to the public for things like a warming station in the winter, a storm 
shelter, or even Anchor Fest bathrooms next week.  By virtue of Christians being present, this town should 
be a better place.  So should your neighborhood and the schools where your kids go.  How’s your 
neighborhood better because you’re there?  How’s your workplace better simply by virtue of having you 
present 40 hours per week? 

That’s how we act as salt.  We act as light when we reveal darkness.  So, how do you reveal darkness?  
Some of you may have had darkness revealed to you today.  You may not have known your sin separated 
you from a good God and from everyone you ever loved.  If you’ve recognized that fact today I invite you 
to confess that you’re a sinner to Jesus Christ and ask Him to save you. 

Anywhere light goes, darkness responds.  If you’re here and you’re a Christian, how’s the darkness 
responding around you?  Does it even know you’re there?  The most loving thing you can do for a non-
Christian is tell them who Jesus Christ is and why they desperately need to be in a relationship with Him.  
They see you’re different.  They can tell you’re salt.  They’ve seen your good works, just like Jesus said in 
our text. 

But they’ll only glorify God when they come to know Christ as Savior.  And because we’re His, we are salt 
and light.  

You may feel like useless salt today.  That’s what the end of verse 13 is talking about.  Useless salt isn’t 
doing its job.  But know that God’s grace is abundant for Christians who fail.  Guilt is one of the primary 
ways that Satan cripples Christians. 

You’ve never witnessed before, you’ve never intentionally done good deeds for God’s glory before.  Why 
start now?  It’s probably useless.  We’ve all felt that in one way or another. 

But listen, Jesus decides who you are, not Satan.  He says you’re salt and light.  If you don’t feel adequate 
to evangelize someone, learn.  Ask for help. 

We’re here to help one another in what God has called us to.  Salt and light only work in volume, right?  
One grain of salt doesn’t make much difference.  One beam of light doesn’t light up a room.  Don’t go it 
alone.  That’s why finding Christian community through a Sunday School class or small group is so vital.  
You need help. 

If you remember back to our Disciple-Making Church series we said we want to be about three things 
here as a church: We gather together, we grow together, and we go together.  Gather, grow, and go 
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together.  We’re gathered today for worship.  You’ve grown together, I hope, through a Sunday School 
class and you’ll stay in touch with those folks throughout the week.  But in just a few minutes this building 
is going to become like a salt shaker. 

God is going to pick it up and scatter his salt all over this town.  So my question: are we living like we’re 
the salt of the earth and the light of the world?  I hope so.  Let’s pray. 
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