The Sermon on the Mount, Teacher’s Guide
Lesson 2: Salt, Light, and a Watching World
Matthew 5:13-16

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally, this short passage carries a weighty truth about Christian identity and mission. Jesus
does not command his followers to become salt and light; he announces that they already are.
This order matters. The Christian life is not a frantic effort to manufacture influence; it is the
natural outflow of a transformed life lived openly. The Beatitudes describe the inner character
of the kingdom citizen; salt and light describe what that character does when it touches the
world. Help your students see that mission flows from identity, not the other way around.

There is also a clear ecclesiological note here that fits our heritage. Jesus speaks to his disciples
as a body, a community, a city on a hill. The light of the gospel is meant to shine not only
through individual Christians scattered through the week but through the visible life of the
Lord’s church, gathered and recognizable before a watching world. This is the mission God gave
his people from the beginning, to make him known among the nations, now carried forward by
the New Testament church. Resist any reading that reduces this to private, individual spirituality
with no public, corporate witness.

But the passage is also deeply formational, and here is where it will press your class. Both of the
failures Jesus names, salt losing its taste and light hidden under a basket, are real temptations
for ordinary believers. We are tempted to blend in so we will not be thought strange, and we
are tempted to withdraw so we will not be challenged. Aim to send your students home asking a
searching question: is the life of Christ in me actually flavoring and lighting the particular world
God has placed me in, or have | gone quietly into hiding? And keep the final note where Jesus
puts it, on the glory of the Father, so that the call to shine never curdles into a performance for
human applause.

Question 1
Student Question:

Jesus declares, “You are the salt of the earth” and “the light of the world” (v. 13-14). He states
these as facts about his disciples, not goals. What does it mean that identity comes first, and
how does being salt and light flow out of who we already are in Christ rather than something we
manufacture on our own?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The doctrinal heart of this question is the order of identity and action. Jesus says “you are,”
present tense, indicative mood. He is not handing out an assignment but describing a reality.



This is how the New Testament consistently speaks: God makes us something in Christ, and then
calls us to live out what we have become. We do not earn the status of salt and light by shining
brightly; we shine because of what God has already made us.

Connect this to the previous lesson. The salt and light are the very people Jesus just called
blessed, the poor in spirit, the mourning, the meek. Their usefulness to the world does not come
from natural charisma or moral superiority but from the kingdom life God has planted in them.
This guards your class against two errors: the pride that thinks our influence is our own
achievement, and the despair that thinks we have nothing to offer.

At the same time, do not let identity become an excuse for passivity. The same verses warn that
salt can lose its taste and light can be hidden. Being salt and light is who we are, but living as salt
and light still requires that we stay in contact with the world and refuse to hide. Identity grounds
the call; it does not cancel it. The indicative (“you are”) and the imperative (“let your light
shine”) belong together.

Practically, help students see that this takes the pressure off in the best way. They do not have
to become someone impressive to influence the world for Christ. They simply have to be what
God has made them, openly and unashamedly, in the ordinary places of their lives. The flavor
and the light are already in them; the question is only whether they will let them out.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Christian identity as God’s gift in Christ, the ground of all mission (“you are,” indicative)
¢ The proper order: identity precedes and produces action, not the reverse

¢ Influence as the outflow of a transformed life, not a self-manufactured project

¢ The union of the indicative (who we are) and the imperative (how we live)

¢  Freedom from both pride and despair about our usefulness to God

Discussion Prompts

¢ How does it change your sense of pressure to know you already are salt and light, not that
you must become it?

e What is the difference between trying to be influential and simply living openly as what God
has made you?

*  Where do you see the danger of using “identity” as an excuse to stay hidden?

Question 2
Student Question:

Salt only does its work when it makes contact with what it is meant to preserve or flavor. Where
in your life are you keeping a safe distance from the very people and places that most need the
influence of Christ in you, and what is holding you back?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Salt is useless in the shaker. This question presses students to notice where they have quietly
withdrawn from contact with the people who most need Christ’s influence. The withdrawal is
rarely dramatic; it is usually a slow drift into a comfortable Christian bubble where almost
everyone we know already believes what we believe.

Help the class name what holds them back honestly. Often it is fear of awkwardness, fear of
rejection, or simple comfort. Sometimes it is a subtle belief that holiness means separation from
sinners, which is precisely the opposite of how Jesus lived. He was called a friend of tax
collectors and sinners. Salt does its work by contact, not by isolation.

Guide students toward one concrete point of contact rather than a vague resolution to be more
evangelistic. A specific neighbor, a coworker, a family member they have been avoiding. The aim
is not to add guilt but to help them take one real step back into contact with the world they
were sent to season.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The danger of the Christian bubble, where we lose contact with those who need Christ
¢ Holiness as distinctiveness within the world, not withdrawal from it (John 17:15-18)

* Jesus as the friend of sinners, our model for redemptive contact

® Fear, comfort, and false ideas of holiness as barriers to contact

Discussion Prompts

¢ Who are the people outside the faith that you actually know well, and is that list shrinking?
e What keeps you at a safe distance from the people who most need Christ’s influence?
e What is one relationship where you could move from distance to contact this week?

Question 3
Student Question:

Jesus warns that salt can lose its taste and then is “no longer good for anything” (v. 13). How can
a follower of Christ lose their distinctiveness, and why is a Christian who has become just like the
world of no real use to the kingdom?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Jesus warns that salt can lose its taste. In the ancient world, the salt gathered from places like
the Dead Sea was often mixed with other minerals, and the actual salt could leach out, leaving a
tasteless residue that looked like salt but did nothing. Jesus uses this to warn that a disciple can
keep the outward appearance of faith while losing the very thing that made them useful.



Define what makes a Christian distinct: not quirks of culture or politics, but the character of the
Beatitudes and obedience to Christ. A believer loses saltiness when their life becomes
indistinguishable from the world around them, when their values, speech, priorities, and loves
simply mirror the culture. At that point they may still attend, still claim the name, but they
preserve and flavor nothing.

This is a sober place to teach that genuine discipleship can be lost. Jesus says tasteless salt is “no
longer good for anything” and is thrown out. Scripture is clear that Christians can fall away and
become useless to the kingdom if they drift from faithful obedience (Hebrews 6:4-8; 2 Peter
2:20-22). This is not said to frighten but to wake us up: distinctiveness is not automatic, and it
must be guarded.

Bring it back to usefulness. The tragedy of saltless salt is not only that it has changed but that it
now does no good. A church or a Christian perfectly blended into the surrounding culture has
nothing to offer that culture, because they no longer carry anything different. Help students feel
the stakes: the world does not need more of itself; it needs the preserving, flavoring difference
of Christ.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e |Loss of distinctiveness as a real spiritual danger, not merely a stylistic one

e Christian distinctiveness defined by the character of Christ and obedience to him, not by
culture or politics

¢ The genuine possibility of falling away and becoming useless to the kingdom (Hebrews 6:4-
8; 2 Peter 2:20-22)

e Worldliness as the slow leaching away of what makes us salt

e The world’s need for difference, not conformity

Discussion Prompts

¢ |nwhat ways is it possible to keep the appearance of faith while losing its substance?
e What cultural pressures most tempt you to become indistinguishable from the world?
e Why is a Christian who is just like everyone else of so little use to the kingdom?

Question 4
Student Question:

Be honest about the ways you may be tempted to tone down your faith to avoid standing out, at
work, among friends, online. What is one specific area where you have let your saltiness fade in
order to blend in?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



This question moves the warning about lost saltiness into the student’s specific contexts. Most
of us have one or two arenas where we quietly turn the volume down on our faith: a workplace,
a friend group, our online presence. We do not deny Christ; we simply manage him out of the
conversation so we will not seem odd.

Help students distinguish between needless offensiveness and faithful distinctiveness. The goal
is not to be abrasive or to wear our convictions as a weapon. But there is a difference between
gracious wisdom and cowardly silence. Many of us have let real conviction fade not out of love
for others but out of fear of their disapproval.

Aim for one honest naming and one small step. Where have you toned it down, and what would
one act of quiet courage look like there this week? Often it is something small: a willingness to
be known as a Christian, a refusal to laugh along, an honest answer when someone asks how
you are really doing.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* The specific arenas where we tone down our faith (work, friends, online)

¢ The difference between gracious distinctiveness and needless offensiveness
* Fear of disapproval as a quiet corrosive on Christian witness

e Small acts of courage that restore our saltiness

Discussion Prompts

¢ |n which setting are you most tempted to hide that you belong to Christ?
e  What is the difference between being abrasive and being faithfully distinct?
e What is one small, honest step toward openness you could take this week?

Question 5
Student Question:

Jesus says a city on a hill “cannot be hidden” and that no one lights a lamp to put it “under a
basket” (v. 14-15). What does this teach us about whether the Christian life was ever meant to
be private, and how does the gathered church function as a city on a hill before a watching
world?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Two images press home that the Christian life was never meant to be private: the city on a hill
that “cannot be hidden,” and the lamp that no one lights only to cover. Both assume visibility.
Jesus is not describing an optional, expressive style of faith for the bold; he is describing the
nature of faith itself. A hidden Christianity is a contradiction in terms.

Notice that the city image is corporate. A city is a community, many lights together, visible
precisely because they are gathered. This is your opening to teach that the church, the



assembled people of God, is itself a witness. When the Lord’s church lives out the character of
Christ together, loving one another, worshiping, caring for the weak, it becomes a city on a hill
that the surrounding world cannot help but see.

Hold together the individual and the corporate. Yes, each believer is a lamp in their own home
and workplace. But Jesus also envisions a people whose common life shines. The early church in
Acts drew the watching world not only through individual witness but through the visible quality
of their shared life (Acts 2:42-47). The world is meant to look at the church and see something it
cannot find anywhere else.

Apply this gently against the privatizing instinct of our age, which says faith is fine as long as it
stays personal and quiet. Jesus says the opposite. The light is given to be seen. To insist on a
purely private faith is to put the lamp under the basket, which empties it of its very purpose.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* The public, visible nature of genuine faith (“cannot be hidden”)

e The church as a corporate witness, a city on a hill before the world

¢ The visible common life of the Lord’s church as evangelistic (Acts 2:42-47)
* The error of privatized, purely individual faith

¢ Holding together individual witness and the witness of the gathered church

Discussion Prompts

e Why is a purely private Christianity a contradiction of what Jesus says here?

¢ How does the shared life of the church bear witness in a way that no single Christian can
alone?

e What would make our congregation more clearly a “city on a hill” to those around us?

Question 6
Student Question:

Think about the people who can see your life up close, your family and those you live with. Does
the light they see at home match the light you show in public, and what would it take for the two
to become the same light?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question targets integrity, the wholeness of a light that shines the same in every room.
Many of us are tempted to be one kind of Christian in public and another at home. The people
who live with us see the unedited version, and the gap between the public light and the private
one is a fair measure of how real the light is.

Be tender here, because home is where most of us fail most often. The point is not to heap guilt
on tired parents and spouses but to invite honesty. The home is not a lower-stakes arena for our



witness; in many ways it is the highest, because it is where we are most fully known and most
easily worn thin.

Move toward one concrete act of consistency. Often the most powerful witness a believer can
offer is not to the watching world far away but to the watching family near at hand: an apology
offered, patience shown, a temper restrained, gratitude expressed. Encourage students to let
the light at home become the same light they show in public.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Integrity as one consistent light in every setting, public and private

* The home as a primary, not secondary, arena of Christian witness

e The gap between public reputation and private reality as a test of genuineness
®  Witness to those who know us best as the hardest and most credible witness

Discussion Prompts

® Does the light your family sees match the light your acquaintances see?
e Where is the gap between your public and private self most noticeable?
e What is one way to let your light shine more truly at home this week?

Question 7
Student Question:

Jesus tells his followers to let their light shine “before others, so that they may see your good
works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (v. 16). How do our good works point
beyond us to God, and how does this protect us from doing good simply to be admired
ourselves?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Jesus ties our shining to “good works,” but immediately aims those works past us to the Father.
This is a careful balance. He does want our good works to be seen; he says so plainly. But the
purpose of their being seen is not our reputation but God’s glory. The light shines so that people
look up, not so that they look at us.

This guards against the very danger Jesus will warn about in chapter 6, doing righteousness to
be praised by people. The difference is not whether the works are visible, since here they must
be, but where they point. Good works done to be admired draw a circle around the self; good
works done so that people glorify God draw a line from the work up to the Father. The same
deed can serve either master depending on the heart behind it.

Teach that good works are essential to genuine faith without making them a way of earning
salvation. We are saved by God's grace through an obedient faith, not by accumulating good



deeds; yet that saving faith inevitably works itself out in love and good works (Ephesians 2:8-10;
James 2:14-17; Titus 2:14). A faith that produces no light is not the living faith of the gospel.

Bring it home practically. The aim is to do visible good in such a way that observers are drawn to
thank and honor God, not the doer. That often means letting our motives be quietly purified,
doing the good work the same whether or not anyone notices, and being ready, when noticed,
to deflect the credit toward the Father from whom every good gift comes.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

*  Good works as the necessary fruit, not the root, of saving faith (Ephesians 2:8-10; James
2:14-17)

e The purpose of visible good works: the glory of God, not the reputation of the doer

¢ The difference between works done to be admired and works that point to the Father

e Guarding the heart’s motive while still doing good openly

e Living faith as a faith that works in love (Galatians 5:6)

Discussion Prompts

¢ How can the same good deed glorify God in one heart and feed pride in another?
e Why does Jesus want our works seen, yet warn elsewhere against doing them to be seen?
¢ How do you deflect credit to God when your good works are noticed?

Question 8
Student Question:

Name one “good work” God has placed within your reach that you have been hesitant to do
openly. What would it look like this week to let that light shine in a way that points people to
God rather than to yourself?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question asks students to name one good work within reach that they have hesitated to do
openly. The hesitation usually comes from one of two sources: fear of how it will look, or the
subtle worry that doing it openly is somehow prideful. Help them see that Jesus has just
removed both excuses by telling us plainly to let our light shine.

Encourage specificity. Not “be more generous” but “invite that neighbor to dinner.” Not “share
my faith more” but “tell my coworker why | have hope.” The good works Jesus has in mind are
usually concrete, ordinary acts of love and obedience that anyone watching can see.

Then connect the doing to the aim. As they take the step, encourage them to do it in a way that,
if noticed, would point people to God rather than to themselves. The goal is not invisible
goodness or showy goodness, but visible goodness with an upward aim.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Naming a specific, concrete good work within reach

e Overcoming both fear of exposure and false humility

¢ Doing visible good with an upward aim toward God’s glory
e Ordinary acts of love as the light Jesus has in mind

Discussion Prompts

e What good work have you been hesitant to do where others could see it?
e What is the real reason for your hesitation?
¢ How could you do it this week in a way that points to God?

Question 9
Student Question:

Jesus says the ultimate aim of our shining is that people would “give glory to your Father who is
in heaven” (v. 16). The mission of God'’s people has always been to make him known to the
watching world. How does this verse define the very purpose of the church, and how does it
guard us against either hiding our faith or showing it off for our own credit?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal high point of the lesson, because verse 16 states the ultimate purpose of the
people of God in a single phrase: that the world “may give glory to your Father who is in
heaven.” Everything about salt and light finally serves this end. The mission of God’s people has
never been merely self-improvement or even self-preservation; it is to make the one true God
known and glorified among those who do not yet know him.

Set this in the sweep of Scripture. God called Abraham so that all the families of the earth would
be blessed (Genesis 12:1-3). He formed Israel to be a light to the nations (Isaiah 49:6). And he
established the New Testament church to carry that same light to the ends of the earth,
applying Isaiah’s words directly to the church’s mission (Acts 13:47). The church exists not for
itself but as God’s instrument to bring a watching world to glorify him.

Show how this single verse guards against both of the failures Jesus has named. It rebukes the
hidden faith, because a light under a basket leads no one to glorify God. And it rebukes the
showy faith, because works done for human applause steal the glory that belongs to the Father.
The mission keeps the church from both cowardice and vanity by fixing its eyes on God’s honor
rather than its own.

This is also where the corporate and evangelistic dimensions meet. The church is not an end in
itself; it is salt and light for the world’s sake. A congregation that turns inward, content to
maintain itself while the surrounding community stays dark, has forgotten why it exists. Press



your class to see that being the church means being sent, visibly, into the world so that more
people come to glorify the Father.

End on the warmth of it. The goal is not to recruit or to win arguments but to so live the life of
Christ before others that they are drawn to look up and thank God. The highest aim of the
Christian life is not that people would admire us, but that because of us they would come to love
and glorify the God who made and redeemed them.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The glory of God as the ultimate purpose of the church’s witness (v. 16)

¢ The continuity of God’s mission from Abraham, through Israel, to the New Testament
church (Genesis 12:1-3; Isaiah 49:6; Acts 13:47)

¢ Mission as the reason the church exists, not an optional add-on

e Verse 16 as a guard against both hidden faith and showy faith

e The danger of an inward-turned congregation that forgets it is sent

Discussion Prompts

* How does “that they may glorify your Father” define the whole purpose of the church?
*  How does this verse correct both the temptation to hide and the temptation to show off?
e |s our congregation turned outward toward the world, or inward toward itself?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back over the whole passage. Jesus has called you salt and light and sent you into a
watching world. In what one specific relationship or setting is he asking you to stop hiding and
start shining this week, and what will that look like in practice?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The capstone question asks students to bring the whole passage down to one relationship or
setting where Christ is calling them to stop hiding and start shining. The aim is to convert
conviction into a single, nameable, doable act, not a sweeping but vague resolve to be a better
witness.

Help them choose realistically. For one student it will be a coworker; for another, a wayward
family member; for another, a neighbor they have never really spoken to. The setting matters
less than the specificity. A light shines in an actual place, not in general.

Close by returning to grace and identity. They do not have to become someone they are not;
they only have to be what Christ has already made them, openly, in one real place this week.
And as they shine, remind them, the aim is always upward, that someone would see and give



glory to the Father. Send them home encouraged, not burdened, knowing the light is already

theirs to let out.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

Translating conviction into one specific act of witness

Choosing a realistic, nameable setting rather than a vague resolve
Shining from identity, not striving to become someone else
Keeping the upward aim: that others would glorify God

Discussion Prompts

In what one relationship or setting is Christ asking you to stop hiding this week?
What will shining there actually look like in practice?
How will you keep the aim on God’s glory rather than your own?



