The Sermon on the Mount

Lesson 2: Salt, Light, and a Watching World -- Matthew 5:13-16

Think for a moment about how unremarkable salt is. It sits in a shaker on every table, so
ordinary that we forget it is there until it is missing. Yet for most of human history, salt was
treasure. It preserved meat through long winters before there were refrigerators. It was rubbed
into wounds to keep them from festering. It was so valuable that Roman soldiers were
sometimes paid in it. A pinch of something so common could mean the difference between food
that nourished and food that rotted. Jesus reaches for this everyday thing to tell his followers
who they are.

Then he reaches higher, to light. He points to a lamp on its stand, throwing its glow into every
corner of a small Galilean house. He points to a city built on a hill, its lamps visible for miles after
dark, impossible to hide. And he says, plainly and astonishingly, “You are the light of the world.”
Not “you should try to be.” Not “someday you might become.” You are. The people sitting on
that hillside, fishermen and farmers and ordinary folks with ordinary lives, are told that they
carry something the whole watching world desperately needs.

Notice what Jesus does not say. He does not tell his followers to withdraw from the world and
keep their goodness to themselves. Salt that stays in the shaker preserves nothing. A lamp
under a basket lights nothing. He also does not tell them to blend in until no one can tell them
apart from everyone else. Salt that loses its saltiness is worthless; light that is hidden might as
well be darkness. The whole point of salt and light is that they are different from what surrounds
them, and that the difference does some good right out in the open.

So this is the question Jesus presses on every one of us. The people Jesus just called blessed, the
poor in spirit, the merciful, the peacemakers, are not meant to keep that life private. They are
meant to season and to shine, right in the middle of a watching world. Your neighborhood, your
workplace, your family, the checkout line, all of it is the world Jesus is talking about. Before you
read another word, ask yourself honestly: is the life of Christ in me actually flavoring and lighting
the world around me, or have | quietly slipped back into the shaker, under the basket, where it
is safer and no one notices?

Group Discussion: Jesus says his followers are salt and light for a watching world, things that are
only useful when they are out in the open and noticeably different. Why do you think the
temptation to either blend in or withdraw is so strong for Christians, and what does each of
those failures cost the world around us?

Personal Reflection: Picture the specific places you spend your week: your home, your work, the
people you pass every day. Where do you sense you are most “in the shaker” or “under the
basket,” keeping the life of Christ in you safely hidden rather than letting it season and shine?
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Read Matthew 5:13-16

Study Questions

1.

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?

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?

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?

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?

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?
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6. 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?

7. 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?

8. 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?

9. 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?

10. 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?

Now or Later
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Reflect on these passages: Reflect on these passages: Philippians 2:14-16, shining as lights in a
crooked generation, holding fast the word of life; 1 Peter 2:9-12, a chosen people called to
proclaim God'’s excellencies and keep their conduct honorable among outsiders; Colossians 4:5-
6, walking in wisdom toward outsiders with speech seasoned with salt; Ephesians 5:8-14,
walking as children of light; Acts 13:47, the church set as a light to bring salvation to the ends of
the earth.
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