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Matthew 5:13-16 

        We’re in the beginning stages of our study of the great Sermon on the 
Mount, Matthew 5-7. We’ve finished the opening section called the Beatitudes. 
So, what is next? What is at the forefront of Jesus’ thinking as He lays out the 
basics of Kingdom living. 

        Well, first He tied in the idea of persecution, that when you become part 
of the Kingdom of God, the world will not like you, not embrace you. Indeed, 
the world will reject you and treat you poorly. That is to be expected by those in 
the Kingdom. We thought of it last week as a sort of “truth in advertising” 
section. Following Christ will mean being scorned by the world around you. 

        So, that was last week. What about this week? Where does Jesus go from 
there? Is it how to pray? No, that will be in chapter 6. Is it how to read and 
understand the Scriptures? No, that will be later in this chapter. Is it the golden 
rule, or the narrow gate, or building your house on the rock? No, all of those 
will be in chapter 7. Instead, it is the Christian’s role in the world around him. It 
might surprise us to learn that in spite of the world’s rejection and disdain for 
followers of Jesus, still such believers have a crucial role in the world. The text 
before us is quite familiar, dominated by two word pictures: salt and light. 
People who are in the Kingdom of God are designed and destined to be salt and 
light to the world. As we will see when we tear it apart, this means we have a 
preserving role and an illuminating role with the world. We keep the world 
from rotting and we show it where to go. 

        So, let me get this straight: when you become a follower of Jesus, the world 
will hate you. But into this context God gives you the essential role of keeping 
the world from further decay and shining the light of God into this darkness. 
Great!  Welcome to life in the Kingdom! 

        READ Matthew 5:13-16. 



  

Main point: Christians have a preserving and illuminating role in the world 
around them. 

  

        In spite of the fact that the world will not like them, still their role is 
essential: keep the world from further decay and shining a light in the darkness 
to lead people to the light. This is the basic role that Christians have with the 
outside, unbelieving world around them. Once more, it is going to take some 
unpacking to fully appreciate these two functions. So hang with me and let’s see 
what Jesus wanted His followers to know from the very outset of establishing 
His Kingdom. (2 parts) 

  

I. Christians keep this fallen world from further corruption. v. 13. 

        The plan of God is to put His people into this fallen world, with the role 
of preventing further rot, or slowing down the decay, or keeping things from 
falling apart. This is what we are to be. We are to be salt. 

  

v.13- “You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall 
its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything except to be thrown 
out and trampled under people’s feet. 

  

I am confident that this is not a strange or obscure analogy to you. We 
have all heard about this word picture. But what does it mean? Well, to us, salt 
might be what distinguishes the ocean, or the flavor enhancer that we put on 
food. Right? But these meanings are not central to our understanding here. To 
the people of Jesus’ day, salt was the equivalent of their refrigerator. Salt was a 
most common of substance taken out of the earth, used to preserve food, 



particularly meat from rotting. Salt preserved things of value from rotting. In 
this case that which is of value is the world. God values the world, He loves the 
world. But it is prone to rotting, to corruption. Because of sin, it is headed to 
putrification. 

 Think about it: you butcher a cow, a steer. Then what? How much of 
that steer could you eat before it spoiled, rotted? Not much. You would have to 
either give it to friends and relatives, sell it at the market, or you find a way to 
preserve it. In those days, you dried or salted it, or both. You salted meat to 
preserve it. We still do that today. What is a ham? Salted pork? What is jerky? 
Dried and salted meat. Yes, we love the flavor of the salt with the meat, but its 
purpose is to preserve or keep from rotting. 

Now, let’s look at the exact wording here. Be patient because we are going 
to linger over almost every word. And keep it in your minds because these same 
words will be repeated in the next verse with light. He starts with “You”. It is 
not just a principle, just as with persecution it is personal. You, those reading or 
hearing are in mind. It is not those people over there, perhaps those special 
people, the spiritual special forces. No, it is you. In fact, the wording here is 
doubled for emphasis, as in “you yourselves are..” or “You and only you are…” 
or “YOU are.” There is an emphasis here on the you that is not visible in the 
English. “Are,” a state of being, not an action. This is who we are. In other 
words, this is not something you go out and do. You serve this role simply by 
being. It is true of us without having to do anything. We just are. “The”, sorry 
for the technical nature of this but just see it as the one and only. We are not 
one source of such preserving but are the only thing between this world and 
total corruption. Christians are essential and irreplaceable when it comes to 
preserving this world from total rot. “Salt”- we have already discussed, it is the 
natural preservative to keep from rotting. You’d be lost in that culture without 
salt. “Of the earth”- this will have its equivalent in the next verse “of the world.” 
Essentially they mean the same thing, but the terms actually fit as well. Salt 
comes from the earth. You dig it up. Light shines in the atmosphere, the cosmos 
as it says in v.14. So they each fit, but the sense is the outside world, those 
outside the Kingdom. You are their salt. 



The world will hate you and persecute you, but they need you to keep 
them from falling into total decay. They would not be able to survive without 
you. So, how does salt work? Now, I’m not talking about chemicals and 
moisture and all of that scientific stuff. I simply mean that salt works by coming 
into contact with that being preserved. It has to rub up against the meat. You 
can’t have salt in your cupboard and have it preserve the meat in your garage. 
No, there has to be direct contact between the two. It surrounds the meat. 
Again, you can’t have a block of salt and put it in your shed with the hopes of 
preserving the side of beef you just hanged up there. No, it has to be in small 
grains, coating all of the surfaces, rubbed or pounded into the meat. There 
doesn’t have to be more salt than meat. The preserving aspect can be fulfilled by 
fewer than you might think. But there has to be direct contact, that is clear. 

So, when the Christian walks into the room, there ought to be a change of 
course from what would otherwise be. The atmosphere, the tone, the direction 
of the conversation ought to change. When the Christian moves into a 
neighborhood, there ought to be a likewise noticeable difference. When a 
church moves into town, there ought to be a preserving from putrification effect 
on the whole town. 

And this is important because of what we see in the next phrase, “but if 
salt has lost it taste, how shall its saltiness be restored?” Now, in this context, it 
would be impossible for salt to not be salty. All salt is salty. It is salty by its very 
nature. So, the thought here is a bit different. To lose its saltiness is to withdraw 
from contact, to isolate, to avoid. I trust you can see the point: salt doesn’t have 
to do anything to be salty. It is salty by its very nature. It can’t help but be salty. 
But unless the salt comes into contact with that which is being preserved, it is 
worthless. It might as well be thrown out and used as gravel for roads. It has to 
be used to be useful. 

This is where we are challenged in our thinking. The world will hate us 
when we become part of the Kingdom. But, God has a role for us with the 
world. The world needs us without knowing it needs us. We keep it from going 
completely to pot. But what if such Christians refuse to take on that role? Then 
they are no good for the kingdom. Such unwilling entities go in one of two 
directions: they either isolate, or they join in. Neither of these is God’s plan. 



Some will try to build strong walls to separate from the world. They will seek to 
have as little contact with the world as possible. They fear being corrupted by 
the world. And yet that is the precise role of salt, to be used to keep the valuable 
from being corrupted. There must be a willingness to touch what would 
otherwise be unclean. 

Others will seek to blend in so much that there really is no distinction 
between them and the world. They will lose their saltiness. You might call it 
going stealth. You fear being noticed as salt so you pretend you are just like 
them. You live the very corrupting life they live. This is no good either. There is 
no preservation role if you are the same as them. So, neither of these isolating or 
being like them roles is salty. They are worthless for the purposes of the 
kingdom. They might as well be thrown out. 

Instead, God calls the believer to be salt, to be in close contact without 
being one with. Now, certainly there will be times when being salty will bring 
pain to those around, like pouring salt in an open wound. But we must be 
willing to suffer from their reaction for the greater purposes of the Kingdom. 
God calls us to be salt! 

So, I ask you, how salty are you? This doesn’t mean we have to go out and 
have a salt march (although this Sunday is the Life Chain!). But it does mean 
rubbing up against the fallen world enough that they know you are there. You 
are not like them. You are there to keep them from further decay, decline. This 
is true with your neighborhood, your workplace, your community, your state, 
your clubs and organizations. God has placed you there to keep things from 
going to pot. How are you doing? 

As a whole, we are not doing very well. The salt aspect of Christianity is 
waning right now. We are being isolated, we are willingly isolating ourselves. 
The impact of churches in our culture is declining. There is less preserving 
going on. There needs to be revival, renewal, recommitment to being salt. And 
yet, all is not lost. There are pockets, there are places where Christians are being 
more effective. I happen to believe that we here are having such a role. But it 
could be a whole lot better. We could and should be saltier. This means simply 
living as Christians, while rubbing up against the world. Do that and you will be 



salt!   
 

II. Christians illuminate the path to God.  vv. 14-16 

        Not only do we keep the situation from getting worse for the world, we 
also help them get better. In this sense, we are light. 

 
 

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

  

Once more, there is the same set of words with the same sense. You, O 
Christian ARE THE light. You and only you are. You ARE by your very 
nature. You are THE light. You are the light to people in darkness. They need 
you more than they know or acknowledge. But you must know how essential 
you are to the plan of God. 

In this case, you are light. Now, since Jesus elsewhere in many places is 
called the light, we know that we are simply the reflections of His light, as the 
moon reflects the light of the sun. So, we are not the source of the light, but are 
reflections of the light. Again, there is nothing we can do to produce such light, 
it is not an action that we do, we simply are the light. If you are a believer in 
Jesus, you are such light. There is an underlying assumption, just as there was 
with salt. With salt, the assumption was that the world was by nature rotting. 
Here with light, the assumption is that the world is dark. It would be totally 
dark except for the light we provide. And this fits with the overall message of 
Scripture. This world was pronounced to be dark from the very first verses of 
the first chapter of the first book. It is viewed that way throughout. This world 
is indeed dark, very dark. It needs light. 

We saw with salt that the issue was proximity to the always corrupting 
world around it. So here. The issue is location. Where is this light? Light is just 
light. What makes it effective is placement. Light, by nature travels, long 



distances. We can see stars that are millions of light years away! The only 
question is placement. Is it put in a high position or hidden? That is the sense 
behind the second sentence of this verse. You cannot hide a city on a hill. A city 
on a hill doesn’t have to do anything to be noticed. It just is. You can see it for 
miles around it. You can’t miss it. It is elevated, prominent. 

The same city might be able to be hidden if it was down in a valley, 
tucked inside a cave. But since it is on a hill, it cannot be hidden. So it is with 
our light. As believers, we all and individually are light. The only question is 
whether that light is put in a position where it will help people. Think about 
lighthouses. What are their purpose? To illuminate a shoreline in the darkness 
of night so boats don’t run ashore. They guide boats to safety by shining in the 
darkness. Without them, the likelihood of shipwreck would be great. But to be 
effective, they have to be seen, elevated, visible. It would make no sense to build 
a lighthouse and put shades in the windows. That would help no one. 

  

 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.  

  

Likewise, it would make no sense to light a lantern and then put it under a 
shroud where its light was prevented from going out. Light has to be placed 
where it can shine. It makes no sense to put a light under a bushel basket. It 
makes perfect sense to place a light on a light stand. If it is put in a place where 
it can shine, it can be of benefit to a whole bunch of people. Think of it as 
reading by flashlight under the covers. Why would you do that? Well, it could 
be because the others in your room were trying to sleep, or because you didn’t 
want others to know that you were reading instead of sleeping, right? You 
wanted to keep the light all to yourself, that you would be the only one who 
would benefit from it. But that is not the purpose God has designed for you and 
your light. He has designed your light to shine for the benefit of many, all those 
in the house. The more prominent the placement, the more benefit for others. 
Does this make sense to you? Just as placement of salt is essential for 



effectiveness, so the placement of light is essential for effectiveness. And God 
has designed YOU to be THE LIGHT of the world. It makes no sense to hide 
it. 

  

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. 

  

        Jesus here applies the principle of the word picture. We are to let our light 
shine. This comes as a command, a call, an instruction. You are light, and 
therefore, you naturally shine. You are designed to shine. Your purpose is to 
shine. But how much you shine will depend on whether you allow your light to 
be seen. It depends on where you place your light. Your presence in this dark 
world is designed by God to shine out to others so that they will not stumble in 
the darkness or crash into the rocks along the shore, or be overtaken by bad 
things in the darkness. You being you are designed to show the world around 
you the path to God. You are HERE to be a light to them. But to do that you 
have to shine. You have to let your light shine. 

        Notice here that their focus is not on you. We don’t look at the light, we 
look at the things illuminated by the light. They will see not us, but the things 
that God has done through us. We know the focus is intended to be on God 
because they will give glory not to us but to our heavenly Father. They will not 
give glory to us or to the works, but to the One who prompted the works. They 
will recognize that without your light, they would have been toast. You guided 
them through the darkness to safety. They will give thanks to God for sending 
you their way. That is how the system is designed to work. You are the light of 
the world. 

        

        If we believe this passage is the Word of God, then what should be 
different about our lives? 



        1) We will value the lost and dark and corrupt world around us as God 
values it. 

  

        2) We will see ourselves as salt and light, designed to assist the dead, dark, 
and dying world around us. 

  

        3) We will willingly and intentionally take on this role, even at cost to us. 
We will not hide or isolate. 

  

        4) We will give God glory for it all. 

 


