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As we look at this short passage, we need to remember its position immediately following the Beatitudes.  In the opening verses of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus laid down the eight standards of kingdom life for His followers.  

We are to be poor in spirit, those who grieve over our own sins, who know we are nothing without God and who, acknowledging our poverty, are continually digging ourselves into God for His mercy and grace. 

We are to be those who mourn, which Biblically refers to those who grieve over the state of God’s people, who pray constantly for a visitation of God to revive His church.  

We are to be those who are meek, where meekness is defined in the person of Jesus Christ not as weakness or impotence, but as a strength which, in the face of persecution and hostility, refuses to strike back and continues to reach out in love.

We are to be those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, those whose deepest passion is for God and His Word, those who want His righteousness and justice to be manifest in the world.  

We are to be merciful, not those who legalistically take account of every wrong done by others but those who forgive.  Mercy does not deny the wrong that was done, or overlook the fact that God will deal with it, but mercy chooses to forgive and seek the well-being of the one who has wronged us.

We are to be the pure in heart, those who are right with God not just in letter or outward observance but in the hidden places of the heart, those who not only call Him “Lord”, but do what He says. 

We are to be peacemakers, people who stand firmly on truth, who reach out to others with the compassion of Christ, but without ever abandoning God’s principles or His Word.  Within the church we are to be a people who break down dividing walls, drawing others’ attention away from the smaller issues to the bigger picture of who God is and what He is doing.

We are to be those persecuted because of righteousness, people willing to suffer and even die for the sake of Christ and His kingdom.  The advancement of the kingdom will always be accompanied by opposition, because the enemy will never willingly give up an inch of ground, but we should be encouraged when we are faced with trouble, because we know by its presence that we are gaining the victory.

These eight standards of kingdom life constitute a manifesto of what Jesus intends to do with His church.  As soon as He finishes setting this out, Jesus speaks to His disciples in verses 13-16 on the subject of salt and light, ending with the thought that they are a city on a hill.  In fact, these verses are a conclusion to the Beatitudes.  Their connection is not accidental, and if we don’t see this we will fail to understand their full significance and power.  The eight standards of kingdom life boil down to two things: we are to be salt and we are to be light. Being salt and being light express in two different ways our entire life and mission as Christians.  

Salt (verse 13).  The first thing to note here is that the “you” is in what we call an emphatic state.  By the addition of an extra word, the Greek takes on the meaning not just of “you are the salt of the earth” but rather “you yourselves and no other are the salt of the earth”.  Jesus envisions a role for us which no one else can fill.  If we are not prepared to be the salt of the earth, we cannot expect anyone else to be.  It is no use looking to governments, scientists, philosophers or military figures to save civilization – only the church of the living God can rise to the task.  If the church fails, there is no Plan B.  Jesus does not envision a world where humanists and people of various religions will join forces to establish peace and harmony.  Jesus was so “narrow-minded” to insist that only His followers, empowered by His Spirit, would be able to do the job!

But what does Jesus mean by salt and saltiness?  The most common use for salt in the ancient world, in places with a hot climate and no refrigeration,  was as a preservative.  A small amount of salt rubbed into the meat would slow its decay.  So clear enough – we are to be a preservative.  But how could Jesus speak of salt losing its saltiness?  Anyone who has taken high school chemistry knows that salt, sodium chloride, is what chemists call a stable compound.  In other words, it does not decay or become diluted in any way.  Was Jesus a poor scientist?  The answer is found in the fact that in the ancient world salt, rather than being mined or produced as the product of evaporation from salt water, was found in salt marshes.  It therefore contained many impurities.  Because the salt itself was more soluble than the impurities, it could wind up being drained or leached out in the process of being transported, stored or used, thereby leaving most of the impurities but only a little of the pure salt.  The residue was so diluted it was of little worth for preserving purposes.  This was described as salt which had lost its saltiness.  

We can also shed some light on Jesus’ next statement, that such salt is no longer good for anything except to be thrown out and trampled by men.  According to scholars, salt that had lost its saltiness was used for a specific purpose in the ancient near east.  It was scattered on the soil which covered the flat roofs of houses.  The nature of its chemical composition was such as to harden the soil and prevent leaks in the roof.   In those times,  roofs were used as playgrounds for children or as meeting places for adults (much as we use patios or decks).  Consequently, they were continually being trodden under foot, and this process was used, along with the sprinkling of diluted salt, to keep the roofs hard and leak-proof.  What is tasteless salt good for?  Only to be thrown out (or cast around) and trodden under foot.  That was the only practical use it had left.

The message is clear.  In order to be the moral disinfectant, the agent of health and wholeness in a world of decay and death, Christians must retain the full strength of what Jesus has put within them.  When we come to Christ, we are given the potential of living with Christ’s nature and the ability that comes with that to affect the world around us.  But along with it, we also carry the baggage of our fallen human nature. As we take the purity of what God has given us in Christ and carry it through this fallen world, we are continually confronted with the possibility of compromise, of letting our standards fall, of choosing to live with one foot in the kingdom and one foot out of it.  If this takes place, the purity and strength of what we have in Christ will gradually be leached away, and all we will be left with is a pale copy of the real original.  There must be no compromise with worldly standards, no letting down of our guard.  Otherwise, we will find ourselves thrown out of God’s purposes and trodden underfoot by the men, in such a way that, through our hypocrisy or inability to live up to the message we proclaim, we wind up contributing to the hardening of their hearts against God.  The word used here for “losing saltiness” also carries the mean of  “to make or become foolish”.  It is used this way in Rom. 1:22 (“Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools”) and 1 Cor. 1:20 (“Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?”).  Disciples who dilute the strength of their commitment to Christ wind up making fools of themselves.  Even as the world generally admires Christians who live out their beliefs consistently, it also mocks and shames those who either have lost those convictions or those who claim to maintain them while living otherwise.  If you claim to be a follower of Jesus Christ and then begin to compromise, not only will you damage your own position before God, you will cause the hearts of unbelievers who know you to become even more hardened against God and even further from salvation. 

What will happen to a nation whose Christians have either lost their convictions or are living in hypocrisy?  Is it any wonder nations like this are falling apart morally, that crime of horrendous proportions is abounding and public institutions have lost respect?  Don’t blame the world!  When the church was faithful to the Gospel, even if it could not cause the nation to be saved, it was still able to act as a preservative.  But over the generations, the institutional church has lost its way, compromised its beliefs, hopelessly watered down its standards of behaviour, and become on object of mockery by the world.  Is it then is it any wonder that there is a spiritual hardness in the land?   The reason is  to be found not in the world, but in a church which has lost its saltiness.  And, as Jesus said, can it be made salty again?  All too often, God must start from scratch, building His church all over again. 

So there is a challenge to us as individual believers, and a challenge to every corporate expression of the body of Christ, to keep every ounce of salt we were given and reach out for more.  But every one of us has a sphere of influence.  Every one of us can act as a preservative in the lives of the people we touch, in our family, our place of work, our school or college, our neighbourhood or our community.  We should never underestimate the influence we can have, nor should we forget the damage we can do if we fall short of what we preach.

Light (verses 14-16).  Not only are we salt, according to Jesus, we are light.  Again the construction in the Greek is emphatic: “You, you alone and no others are the light of the world!”   This should be no surprise, because Jesus said of Himself: “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12), and here He teaches us that we are meant to reflect this light in our own lives.  Paul wrote that we are to “become ... children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe...” (Phil. 2:15)., and that God has “shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.” (2 Cor. 4:6).   The next thing Jesus says is this: “A city set on a hill cannot be hidden.”  This statement seems to give a practical application or consequence to His declaration that we are the light of the world.  What does Jesus mean by describing the church as a “city on a hill”?  Clearly, it has something to do with visibility, but again a knowledge of the historical context comes in handy.  In the Israel of Jesus’ day, houses were often built of white limestone.  As such, they would gleam in the sun and could scarcely be hidden, particularly if set on a hill.  At night, the light of hundreds or thousands of oil lamps would cast a glow over the hillside.  Even as you would not build a city on a hill and try to hide it, neither would you light a lamp and set it under a bowl, verse 15 continues.  A lamp is put on a lampstand to give light to everyone, and the church is set on a hill for the same purpose.  Jesus was almost certainly thinking about the Old Testament prophecies concerning  Jerusalem as a city of light lifted up before the nations who would come to it:

“In the last days the mountain of the Lord’s temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it” (Is. 2:2).

“Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord rises upon you.  See, darkness covers the earth and thick darkness the peoples, but the Lord rises upon you and His glory appears over you.  Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn” (Is. 60:1-3).

Jesus is reminding us that the church has taken the place of Jerusalem as the city of God in the same way that believers of Christ from every nation, Jew and Gentile alike, have taken the place of Israel as His covenant people.  In the same way as a city on a hill gives out its light, day and night, God’s city will shine eternally:  “The sun will no more be your light by day, nor will the brightness of the moon shine upon you, for the Lord will be your everlasting light, and your God will be your glory” (Is. 60:19).  Jesus now commands us in verse 16 to let our light shine before the world, that everyone may see our good deeds and glorify God.  The church is the most powerful solar energy device ever made.  We are designed and created to take the light of the universe and reflect it into the world around us, imparting the energy by which that universe was created and by which Jesus Christ was raised from the dead.  Without us, the people and nations around us will descend into darkness.  This incredible power and responsibility is ours.

Taking it to the world.  We are now in a position to understand the relationship of these verses to each other and to what has gone before.  In the Beatitudes, Jesus established the standards by which His followers are to live.  It is the truth expressed in the Beatitudes which gives content and meaning to what He says about salt and light.  We must be poor in spirit, grieving over our own sins, crying out to God for a deeper work of grace in our lives; we must mourn over the lost world around us; we must walk in a strength so great it refuses to strike back; have a passion for righteousness, for God and His Word; we must be a people of mercy and forgiveness; we must be pure in the innermost places of our heart; we must be those who make peace without compromise; and we must be prepared to be persecuted, to suffer and even to die for the cause of Christ.  The Beatitudes consist of two things: the living out of a godly lifestyle in this world, and the receiving of a promise as a result of such a life.  It has been said that Jesus Christ is the connecting point between the two.  It is because of Him that it all happens.  His grace enables people to live rightly, and His sacrifice on the cross purchased the rewards of heaven for those who do.  Each Beatitude has a promise attached to it – receiving comfort, inheriting the earth, being satisfied, and so on.  Only the first and last Beatitude, however, have the receiving of this promise in the present tense, and in both cases the promise is identical: “Theirs is the kingdom of God.”  Ultimately, our reward is in heaven, and there we shall receive the full blessing of God.  Yet those who live for Him are promised one thing now – the kingdom,  And what is the kingdom?  The kingdom is the exercise of God’s power.  The kingdom is not the church – the kingdom is the power by which God operates and by which He created the church.  Those who follow Christ may have to wait till eternity to see Him face to face (verse 8), but right now they can exercise the power of His kingdom.  And the presence of that power is what enables us to act as salt and as light.  The Beatitudes are the place where we meet the connecting point of Jesus Christ, and because of that they are also the meeting place of charisma and character, of power and godliness, the place where kingdom power meets godly men and women and takes them to a completely different level.  And that is also the place where revival begins.  Jesus is driving home the point that this kingdom lifestyle must affect the world in which we live, and it happens these two ways:

As salt, we are to maintain a radical commitment to Christ in the midst of all the pressures and pulls of the world.  We are to be uncompromising in our lifestyle.  We are to resist sin.  We are to stand out as those who call the world back out of death into life.  If we commit to this kind of alternative lifestyle in word and deed, God promises to use us as a preservative.  Our very presence will keep the world from deteriorating further and sliding into disaster.  As light, we are to take the glory of God and reflect it outward into that society.  The glory of the Lord will come upon us and the nations will come to us.  We will spread the good news of the gospel wherever we go.  God will use us to bring His light into a darkened world.

Jesus is speaking of two halves of the same coin.  Both functions are necessary.  If we maintain our saltiness by holding our standards high and refusing to compromise with sin, but neglect to go out with a message of light and hope to the world, we will become disconnected with the world, fall back into  holy huddles and eventually dry up in legalism.  Such is the fate of many evangelical and charismatic movements.  If, on the other hand, we go out boldly to do good deeds and spread God’s light, but neglect to maintain that radical commitment to holiness, we risk being stranded out in the world, having lost our true spiritual moorings; our message will become diluted and we may slide into accommodation with the world – the fate of many great churches of yesterday which are now but a shadow of their former selves.

But what we want is the fulness of the Beatitudes: to live as salt and light, to be those who by the grace of God live as Jesus did in the world and at the same time enter into the experience of His Kingdom power.  To live at the intersection of character and charisma is to live at the very junction where the explosive power of Christ breaks out through His church to change the place in which we live.  That being the case, these verses give the key not only to a deeper life in Christ but also to the release of that life to the world around us.  You may be standing near that intersection today.  Be ready and expectant, because if you are, some amazing things are about to happen.

One thing is sure – it is not good enough to recite the Beatitudes.  They must lived inwardly and taken outwardly.  Only then can we truly exercise the mandate Jesus gave us to be the only salt and the only light this world will ever have.  Which of you are ready to rise to that challenge today?

