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It can be tenpting for a preacher to take a Gospel |l esson |like the
one we just heard and turn it into "Rules.” "Do this, and God w ||
reward you," or, "Don't do that, or God will get you." But that
suggests Christianity is about following rules to please God and
earning salvation. Christianity is the very opposite; it clains
sal vation cannot be earned, no matter how diligently we follow
rules. It is a way of being, a way of life, which today's Gospel

illustrates well. But we need to look at it in context.

Consi der the young Christian church a little nore than 1900 years
ago. In about fifty years after the events thensel ves stories about
Jesus had spread throughout the Mediterranean world. H's foll owers
had preached and baptised, as they had been commanded. By the
eighties of the 1% century there were many groups calling them

selves Christians; we'd call them | ocal churches.

But they had no authoritative scriptures. There were copies of
Paul's letters, also of sonme other letters we call the pastoral
epi stles, and the Gospel of Mark. There were stories about Jesus,
nostly oral, a fewwitten down, and likely a witten coll ection of
only sayings of Jesus with no context (now called Q. Not every

|l ocal church had all these, and there were different versions.
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Story telling and hand-copying do not maintain the uniformty we

take for granted.

Matt hew s Gospel was witten about then, as one attenpt to coll ect
what was known about the |ife and teachi ngs of Jesus. The witer is
nore editor of existing material than author. He is not witing
bi ography, but theol ogy. He wants to show that Jesus is the Messiah
of Jewi sh prophecy, and show how the life, death and resurrection
of Jesus are the essential work of the Messiah. He also wants to
show that the church is the true and new Israel, called to live a

new and hi gher righteousness, radically different fromJew sh | aw.

The Sernmon on the Munt is Matthew s centrepiece, the essentia
t eachi ngs of Jesus in one sernon on the Christian life. Its radical
qualities, newness and freshness conpared to Jewi sh |aw, make it
certain these are the words of Jesus. The Sernon probably was
preached to a snmall (ish) nunber of disciples, but in Mtthew s
theology it is addressed to the whole church. Today's | esson cones
i mredi ately after Jesus' new | aw, the Beatitudes, as a description
of what Jesus' followers are to be. Jesus speaks to his disciples;
Mat t hew, gui ded by the Holy Spirit, speaks to the church of his and

every age.

You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its
taste, howcan its saltiness be restored? It is no | onger

good for anything, but is thrown out and tranpl ed under
f oot .



3
Note this is a description! Jesus says his followers are the salt
of the earth, not they are to be salt of the earth. It's a strange
description, but nmeaningful to his listeners. In our tinme salt is
cheap, we notice it only when there is too much or too little in
our food (and these days on our roads!). Then salt was precious as
the only practical way of preserving food, and a snall bag of salt
was worth a person's life. But the value comes fromsalt's use as
a preservative. For the church to be the salt of the earth nmeans it
is to preserve the world. The church does not exist for itself, but

to save the world for God.

If salt were too lose its taste (its saltiness!) it is useless, and
is throwm out. If the church becones unable to be the sal vation of
the world, perverts the Gospel of salvation through Jesus Chri st,
it becones useless, fit only to be thrown out and tranpled by the

changing religious fads of the world.

But there is promse. Salt is stable and remains salt. Jesus is
stating an absurdity and his listeners knowit - salt does not |ose
its flavour. True followers of Jesus cannot |ose their function of
preserving the world. The true church will continue, the Gospe

cannot be changed. This is the prom se of God.

And there is hope. Salt is effective in small quantities, out of
proportion to anmount. A pinch preserves lots of food. Soit is with
the small group of disciples, or the snall churches to whom Matt hew

iswiting. Their effect on the world is out of all proportion, the
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world will be preserved for God by these few faithful people,
hardly noticeable in the great pagan world. And that hope is
of fered today, with Christians once again a mnority. The church
may be small, its nunbers may be shrinking, but that is no reason
to despair, or worse to give up and becone salt w thout taste. No,
the faithful church goes on, to be the pinch of salt that preserves

the world for God.

And there is also warning. Salt alone is useless, it is only useful
when it is used in food. So it is with disciples of Jesus. The
church is in the world, seasoning the world, preserving the world.
That is as true in our tinme as it was in the time of Jesus or
Matt hew. The church cannot listen to those who tell it to stick to
religion, and | eave the business of the world al one. The church's
business is the world, and only by remaining a critical voice,
j udgi ng and correcting the world by the standards of the Gospel, is

the church acting as salt for the world.

You are the |light of the world.

The disciples and the church are still described in sinple terns.
Their functionis to light up the world. The rabbis of Jesus' tine
frequently spoke of God, or Israel, or the Law, as the |light of the
worl d. Jesus tells his followers they are the |light of the world.

They are the presence of God, the new Israel, the new | aw.
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Again, the imge is of sonmething small being effective out of
proportion. Lights in Jesus' tinme were the sun, noon, and stars, or
oil lanmps and fires. Al of these are small relative to the |ight
they give. And so the church, small as it is, lights up the world.
Even today, it is the Iight of the world; we need to renenber that

when we despair of the church's rel evance.

A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one after
l[ighting a lanp puts it under the bushel basket, but on
the lanpstand, and it gives light to all in the house.

Here Jesus speaks ironically, sarcastically. Wio builds a city on
a hill, and then hides it? O who lights a lanp, and inmmedi ately
covers it so that no light can escape. Cities are build on hills to

be visible, and lanps are lit to give light in houses.

So it is with the disciples and the church. They are called to be
visible, in the open, available. Through them Jesus' words are
public, open, with no hidden secrets, no secrets of salvation. This
openness and visibility is the very nature of the church. It is
like the lanp on a stand illum nating the whol e house. The church

is the light for the entire world.

Renmenber this, today, when the church has becone seemngly
irrelevant, no |l onger a respected noral voice. There is pressureto
be hidden, private, like a hidden city, |like a covered |ight. Jesus
tells us that this is not what we are. Light illum nates the dark,

and the church lights the darkness of the world.



In the sane way, |et your |ight shine before others, that

they may see your good works and give glory to your

Fat her in heaven.
This is the climax of the passage; the reason the church exists. It
exists not for its glory, or the benefit of menbers. Jesus is not
teaching his disciples for their good, or even for the good of
ot hers. Good works are not for earning salvation, or for benefit to
soneone else. No, the only reason for good works is that those
observing them will thereby see and glorify God. This is the
m ssion of the church. It is not to work for its own glory, or for
the good of its nmenbers or others. The church exists to |ead al
people to a vision of God, and to the glorifying of God. And that

is the only and ultinmate reason for the church.

Salt of the earth. Light of the world. Descriptions of disciples,
the church, us. That may feel |ike awesone responsibility. How can
you and | preserve the world the way salt preserves food? How can
you and | light up the world the way a lanp |ights up a house? And
all of this only so that others will find God and glorify God. But
remenber again, Jesus i s not conmandi ng us, he is describing us. W
are not to try to be salt, we are salt. W are not to try to be
light, we are light. The ability and strength to be these things

come not fromus, they cone from God.
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If we have any responsibility, it is to act like salt that is
salty, and light that is not covered. That neans being in the world
and of the world, so that the world will be preserved by our
presence. That means being in the open, visible, in order that the
world can be illum nated by us. W do not do the preserving, and we
do not do the lighting. The power of Christ works through us to
preserve the world, and the light of Christ shines through us to

light the dark

It is a serious task, especially when we recognize that it is not
salt that is inportant, but the world that is being saved. It is
not the light that is inportant, but the world that is being
illumnated. It is not the church or disciples that are inportant,
but the salvation of those who see God and glorify God because of
the church or the disciples. W are not advertising neon signs for
God, we are altar candles. If thelight is to burn, we nust feed it
with our own faithfulness and prayer. And, if necessary, the

candl es may need to burn out for Christ!



