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There are passages of Scripture that really allow only for one application.  I think of one of the summary statements of the gospel of John.  “These things are written so that you might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the son of god and that by believing you might have life in his name.”  Jn 20:31 This clearly states that the purpose of John’s gospel is to bring you to trust in Christ so that you might have eternal life.


There are passages of scripture that seem to allow for a variety of applications.  I do not mean that the bible means many things in itself, but that we take it and apply it in various ways. 


Today’s text is one of the second kind.  It says that we, the followers of Jesus, in contrast with the world at large, are like Salt and we are like Light.


I have been exploring interpreters and found these varying interpretations.


St. Augustine wrote a book on Matthew 5-7 between the year 393 and 396 AD.  It was Augustine who first called this the Sermon on the Mount.  St. Augustine says that the salt and the light refers to the fearless attitude Christians should have who face persecution.  Rather than cover ourselves with the comforts of this life, we ought to risk everything to identify with Jesus before a hostile world.  Augustine wrote in a time where the persecutions of the early church were a living memory.

About the year 1528, Martin Luther took over the pulpit of another pastor in the city of Wittenberg, Germany.  The text was Matthew 5-7.  So in his weekly Wednesday messages, Luther preached from these two chapters.  You should be happy that I will take a mere 3 months to do what Martin Luther took 18 months to do.


Luther’s message was that the preachers of the Gospel need to be committed to both the kind and the rough parts of the Gospel.  He said we ought to preach against sin as though we rub salt in a wound.  We ought to preach Christ as the Light of the world.  Luther preached in a time when the Gospel had been forgotten by the Church in its love of tradition, ritual and political power.

About 25 Years ago, the British pastor and author John Stott wrote a very good book on the Sermon.  He says that the Sermon on the Mount contains the most complete description of how Christians ought to live.  That in fact we are a Christian Counter-Culture.  John Stott said that Salt represents the social involvement we should have in the world.  Just as salt is used to stop the corruption of meat, when we make pork into ham, so Christians should do good works to help preserve the culture we live in from sliding further into decay.  He said that the Light represents the message of Jesus.  We should balance our social concern with a strong commitment to preaching the Gospel of Jesus.  This is exactly the kind of thing that Christians were talking about 25 years ago.

So Augustine said fearlessness before persecution.  Luther saw boldness in preaching and Stott sees social involvement and gospel preaching in these verses.  Each man faithfully sought to apply these verses in his own time.  The truth of the verses is not changing, but how they apply does change.


So I today will give you the results of my own reading of the sermon.  For 2 years now I have been keeping a Web Site that encourages people to read the bible in a fresh way.  Don’t read it through the eyes of other readers.  Read it for yourself.  This is my Fresh Read of Matthew 5:13-16


You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men.   V. 13

I.  You are Salt.


You.  Who is he speaking to here?  If you remember last Sunday we pointed out that in verse 1 of this sermon, Jesus withdrew from the large crowd of seekers, and went up on a mountain.  The people who came to hear his teaching were his disciples.  


The You refers to followers of Jesus.


There is a quality that should be true of all followers of Jesus.  They should be salty.  So there is an immediate contrast between Jesus followers and the rest of the world.  We are Salt, and the world around us is to be effected by the salt.   There is something different about us.

Salt.  In the last 2 or 3 decades we have been so warned about the overuse of salt, that we might have forgotten it’s positive use.  Salt is a simple and stable chemical compound.  It is found in sea water and sometimes it can be mined from the earth.  We think of it as being relatively cheap, so much so that we dump it by the truck loads on our streets and highways.  For most of history salt was harder to get.   You had to mine for it or you had to boil away salt water to get it.


Salt has been used for two things.  It adds flavor to food.  Try eating your popcorn without salt.  One time I made bread and left out the salt.  It tasted pretty bad.  When I learned to add about a teaspoon per loaf, the taste improved greatly.


Salt has been used to preserve food.  When salt is added, the natural process of decay is halted.  So meat was salted in the summer months so that the people could eat in the winter months.

Let’s notice two things about salt:

· A little bit goes a long way.  I just said that I put a teaspoon in a loaf of bread.  Compared to the whole loaf, a teaspoon is very little.  But the one teaspoon of salt changes the texture and the flavor of the whole loaf.  When you buy your French Fries at McDonalds, you might get a little packet of salt.  Adding that little bit changes your meal.


When Jesus preached to the disciples, it was a fairly small group of people.  Matthew does not give us a number.  So let’s say it was maybe 100 people.  It could not have been more than a few hundred, for they all had to sit close enough to hear Jesus speak.


These 100 people, Jesus said, would transform the whole world.   

So what would you think if I said to you today?  “You are enough salt to transform the world.”  You would think I am a bit off my rocker.  But that is what Jesus said.  A little salt can be very powerful.

· Salt is Transformational.  What I mean by that is that Salt changes other things.  Salt does not change when you put it in food.  It changes what you put it into.

Jesus was saying that this 100 people would transform the world.  They would leave the mountain top and go into the world.  Some would no doubt fall away from this teaching. Others who were present would be like Peter, Andrew, James and John and these men would change the world.


There is a potential problem.  What if the salt lost it’s saltiness?  If the salt was no longer salty, we would have a problem.  It seems as if the people used a form a sea salt that was salt mixed with other things.  The salt itself could be lost from the mix over time because it dissolves in water.  Then you are left with a white powder that has no taste.   The best that can be said for it is that it can give you a little traction on a wet or icy day.


If Christians loose saltiness, then they also loose their transformational power.


What is the saltiness?  I suggest to you that we are Salty Christians when we are Sermon on the Mount kind of Christians.  We are salty when we live a life that has been transformed by Jesus into something else.


If Christians are just like everyone else, we are nothing at all.


This is the danger of our time.  Christian churches try to be up to the times and relevant.  This is good, so long as we are both relevant and salty.  IF we are only relevant, we are nothing.


 Jesus wants you and me to be Salty Salt.  We should be so effected in our own lives by the life and teaching of Jesus, that the difference we make in the world larger than we are.  We should be so transformed by the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit and by the power of the Word of God that we are agents of change in the world.


We can not do that if we are only attuned to Television.  We have to be attuned to Jesus.  The more we are like TV, the less we are like salt.  The more we are like Jesus, the saltier we become.


Jesus said that unsalty salt will be cast out and trampled. This means that unsalty Christians will be subject to discipline by God.  This also means that unsalty Christians will be met with disregard and disrespect by the world.


If it is true that Christianity has lost its place in our culture, what could possibly be the reason?  Is it the fault of the sinners?  No, I think it is the fault of the saints.  When the Salt has lost it’s saltiness it is trampled under foot.  The disregard for the Gospel and its inability to have an effect on our culture is evidence of our loss of identity as Christians.  Like the time of Luther, we have words and religion, but the reality has been lost.


God seeks Salty Christians.

II. You are Light v. 14-16

"You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.”

Light has two of the same qualities as salt.

· A little bit of light can light a room.  Once in a while when I am working in the basement someone does not notice and turns off the basement lights.  When that happens I pull out my keys.  On my keychain is a small light.  It is supposed to be useful to find a keyhole in the dark.  But it is a big enough light to get me safely out of the basement without walking into the freezer or banging my head on the furnace duct.


The Moon is much less powerful than the Sun, but in the night time you can walk about by moon light.
· Light transforms.  The light does not really change, but it changes what is around it.  The candle placed on a stand will make the room visible.  But a Light that is hidden will not transform anything.

Let’s then see what Jesus says the light is?  In verse 16 Jesus says that our Good Works are the light.   “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your father in heaven.”


Now these are not the kinds of good works that people have done to try to earn a place in heaven.  Jesus does not mean things like processions or pilgrimages to holy sites.  He does not mean putting big offerings in the plate in such a way that everyone can hear the clinking of your money.  He does not mean standing around in public and praying.  


He means that when we live a certain way, people will only find it possible to explain our lives by giving God credit.


Recently a church passed tracts in our neighborhood that starkly declared that most of the people in our community are going to hell because of their social or political views.  These people caused a lot of anger and grief, but there is no evidence that they caused anyone to give glory to God.  Instead they said, “If this is being a Christian, I will be something else.”


What Jesus was teaching is that our lives ought to preach silently.  If we are too loud, then we draw attention to ourselves.  What we do not need is a Christian Celebrity magazine.  


What Jesus taught is that there should be a community of people who are salted with Jesus and who give off the Light of Jesus in such a way that people take notice.  


The Mark is Love and Humility and Meekness, and a desire for right living, and confident prayer and generosity, and all the other things that Jesus teaches in this sermon.


We are about the size of the first crowd that heard this sermon.  That sermon and the rest of Jesus’ message have changed and is changing the world.  If we allow the Salt into our lives and if our live are such that they give off Light to the credit of God’s grace, then we will see men and women become interested in Jesus.


Is this what you want?  Then let’s listen and follow Jesus teaching as we continue to study this sermon.

