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In Matthew five we find Jesus sitting on a mountainside teaching his new disciples. In what might seems like a nine point sermon He helps them to see God’s standards for a son or daughter of His. Jesus says God blesses a person who is humble, concerned about others, not puffed up about himself, hungry to do God’s will, habitually merciful, pure in heart, a peacemaker. And blessed too are those people who find themselves persecuted, insulted and lied about by others because they are trying to do the Godly thing.

All of these are a result of deliberate discipleship. These attributes of a disciple are not accidental or inherent, they are deliberate, intentional, worked at. That is why Jesus then says it is critical for us to keep our feet on the straight and narrow and not let anything or anyone alter who we are trying to be. We know what God blesses, we know what God expects of us, and we set our faces on the Godly path.

Jesus says “you are the salt and the light of the world”. Not “you shall be”, not “if you would like to be”, but “you are the salt and light of the world”.  As disciples of Jesus we don’t get to choose is we want to be salt and light, we are salt and light. The only choice we have is if and how we go about expressing what we are.


We all know why salt is valuable. Salt helps regulate our bodily functions. We couldn’t live without a certain salinity to body fluids. That salt regulates, conducts, and aids the way our body functions. Salt enhances flavors. A steak without salt is boring. Even Job liked a little salt on his food. “Is tasteless food eaten without salt, or is there flavor in the white of an egg?” (Job 6:6) Salt preserves food. In the days before refrigeration salt was one of the few ways people could put up food for the season. Salt also purifies. In the Old Testament we can read hints that salt was used as an antiseptic. New born babies were salted to purify them. When I was a kid my mom would have me gargle salt water as a way of fighting a sore throat. It worked. Salt regulates, salt enhances, salt preserves, salt purifies. No wonder Jesus used salt as a metaphor for his disciples.
But did you notice that salt is pretty much worthless unless it interacts with other things? Jesus did not say we are the salt and light of heaven but we are the salt and light “of the earth” and “of the world”.  We can’t be the salt Jesus intends for us to be unless we get out of the salt shaker and into the world.
Just a moment ago I said being salt and light is a result of deliberate intentional discipleship. But I don’t think I want to say that being Jesus’ salt and light is something we must work at being. The beatitudes are characteristics of a disciple, not necessarily attitudes and a lifestyle the disciple works to cultivate. For instance, a disciple of Jesus knows heaven is theirs, not because they have earned it by hard work, but because Jesus gives heaven to them on the cross. We are humble about who we are. We don’t work at being humble, we just are because we know we haven’t done anything to deserve God’s grace.
Disciples are merciful and it comes naturally, I mean, after all if God can be merciful to me a sinner then I have every reason to be merciful to others. You see what I mean? We don’t work at these things, we are these things, it is our nature because of what Jesus has done for us.
Now, we all know that we are not always humble and we are not always merciful, and we are not always peacemakers and we are not always pure in heart. We need reminding from time to time, in fact we need reminding daily. We are all sinners living in a sinful world and subject to picking back up our old pre-disciple ways. So, in a sense we work at retaining what we already are. To be salt and light is a deliberate, intentional lifestyle. Ultimately our hope is that our saltiness will make others thirsty for Jesus. St. Francis of Assisi once said, “Go out and preach the Gospel, and if you have to, use words”.  I think Jesus is saying we shouldn’t have to.
It is easy to understand why Jesus chose salt as a metaphor for disciples of His, but what about light? Light has the quality to reveal, and light is also hard to miss. I spent last night in my snuggly bed, but the night before I slept in a tent, on a cot, in a sleeping bag, in the DARK. Spell dark with capitol letters, it is really dark at Lake Murray campgrounds. Which is nice because you can really see the stars, but it is also a problem when you try to find the restrooms. That is why God made flashlights, don’t you know.

Now, if the world is as dark as we think it is, and it is, then our light for Jesus should stand out like the stars in the country. People ought to see us stand out from the crowd. We ought not be able to hide. I’m afraid that all too often we are more like a light in a fox hole.
But again, being light shouldn’t be something we have to work at, it should just be. When you live with someone who is very moral you will take on some of that morality even is you didn’t come into the relationship that moral. (That may be one reason Paul encouraged a Christian married to a non-Christian to stay with them.) (I Corinthian 7)  If you work for someone who has a high work ethic you may very well take on some of that same work ethic. No one can ever be exactly like Jesus because He is God, but evidently Jesus feels that we can be similar to Him. When Jesus becomes “Lord” of our lives we begin to take on the attributes of our Lord, we take on His mannerisms, we value what He values, we study His words and make them ours. Like salt, we flavor the world around us, like light we reflect His love.
A disciple of Jesus is both salt and light. The reason we can function as the salt of the earth and a light to the world is that we are joined to Jesus and so receive our saltiness and brightness from Him.

One of the great Presbyterian preachers of the twentieth century, Donald Grey Barnhouse, used to say that when Jesus was in the world he was a bit like the sun, which is here by day and gone by night. The sun gives light, but when the sun goes down the moon comes up. (We had a full moon last night, we didn’t even need a flashlight to find the bathroom.) The moon is a bit like us. The moon shines too, but it only shines because it is reflecting the sun’s light. Jesus said, “I am the light of the world” in John 8:12. But in Matthew 5 when He was thinking that He would soon be taken out of the world He told His disciples, “You are the light of the world”. If ever the world needed men and women, boys and girls to reflect the love and grace of God it is now!
Our service to God and the Good News that we enjoy is all too often cloaked, hidden, covered up, as if we are ashamed of it. This past week I had the opportunity to talk to a man about his spiritual walk who under normal circumstances would probably not have given me an opening. We were at the funeral of his father. I didn’t ask him, he volunteered that he had avoided the church because he couldn’t see any difference between “church people” and himself. He didn’t need another “obligation” and Sunday was one of the few days he didn’t have one. He didn’t see the value for the time spent.
The reason he couldn’t see the value is that the Christians he knew were not letting the light of Christ reflect from them. They were reflecting the world, not Jesus. Remember what Jesus says about a disciple of His? That disciple is humble, concerned about others, not puffed up about himself, hungry to do God’s will, habitually merciful, pure in heart, a peacemaker. This man had gone most of his adult life without meeting someone like that. Let us make it a habit to preface everything we do between Sundays with the question, “What would my Lord want me to do in this situation, and will I be acting like a disciple of Jesus if I do this?” If you and I do that, and we must, then we will reflect His light. That’s deliberate discipleship!
