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Matthew 5: 13–20 (NRSV) 

 

Holy Spirit, open the eyes of our hearts to receive your word this day. 
Fill us with your goodness and light, that we might be your faithful 
disciples in the world. AMEN 

Matthew 5: 13–20 
13“You are the salt of the earth. But if salt loses its saltiness, how 
will it become salty again? It’s good for nothing except to be 
thrown away and trampled under people’s feet. 14You are the light 
of the world. A city on top of a hill can’t be hidden. 15Neither do 
people light a lamp and put it under a basket. Instead, they put it on 
top of a lampstand, and it shines on all who are in the house. 16In 
the same way, let your light shine before people, so they can see 
the good things you do and praise your Father who is in heaven. 
17“Don’t even begin to think that I have come to do away with the 
Law and the Prophets. I haven’t come to do away with them but to 
fulfill them. 18I say to you very seriously that as long as heaven and 
earth exist, neither the smallest letter nor even the smallest stroke 
of a pen will be erased from the Law until everything there 
becomes a reality. 19Therefore, whoever ignores one of the least of 
these commands and teaches others to do the same will be called 
the lowest in the kingdom of heaven. But whoever keeps these 
commands and teaches people to keep them will be called great in 
the kingdom of heaven. 20I say to you that unless your 
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righteousness is greater than the righteousness of the legal experts 
and the Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 
AMEN 

This morning, we meet Jesus on the hill by the sea of Galilee preaching 
what we call The Sermon on the Mount. A comedian I was listening to 
yesterday called this Jesus’ “Woodstock.” The passages we’ll consider 
come right after Jesus preaches the beatitudes, which are kind of reverse 
of worldly proverbs. He tells his followers that they are blessed, 
valuable, and that they have a role to play in the world. 

I want to share some historical context from Edwin Van Driel, a 
professor at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, as it speaks to the moment 
we find ourselves in as well. Van Driel begins by reminding us that 
while Matthew was writing to the early Christian community, the 
original audience of his sermons was Israel. The Sermon on the Mount 
was less an expression of ethical rules, but, rather, a kind of intervention 
in a heated debate concerning the political and religious course that 
Israel was called to steer. 

The debate at hand was the occupation of Israel’s land by the Roman 
Empire. When Jesus was preaching, Israel had been a part of Gentile 
empire since the Babylonian exile. Even though people had returned 
from Babylon to the land of their ancestors after generations away, the 
exile could be said to have continued because the land, city and temple 
were ruled by non-Jewish soldiers, there were boots marching through 
the country, and the prophetic promise of a King had not been fulfilled. 

In those days religion and politics were all of a piece, so this led to a lot 
of anxiety among the faithful.  How is it possible that God’s holy city 
and temple are occupied territory?  What does this say of God’s 
relationship to God’s people? How are God’s people to respond? 
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Each different faction of first-century Judaism had their own response. 
The Zealots wanted to take up arms and fight the occupiers. The 
Sadducees wanted to collaborate and make nice with the regime, but the 
Pharisees were divided.  Some opted to fight, like the Zealots, some 
followed Jesus, and still others opted for what Van Driel calls the ghetto, 
realizing that the small Jewish nation was no match for the vast military 
resources of the empire. These Pharisees oriented themselves inward, 
toward deeper private study and practice of Torah with the idea that if 
they couldn’t gain political independence, at least they could preserve 
their cultural and religious identity as a people called and set apart by 
God until God would make all things new. 

So, Jesus was preaching to a people who were living with this kind of 
confusion about how to live faithfully in an occupied land. Jesus rejected 
the swords and violence of the Zealots. He was all about non -violent 
resistance, and preached love of enemy, and prayer for these who 
persecute you. Never hatred. 

And just going along with the oppressor like the Sadducees was not 
Jesus’ way. But what some of the Pharisees were doing wasn’t working 
either. Ignoring the world in favor of private piety isn’t Jesus’ way either. 
Jesus talks about Torah, the law, and God’s kingdom. 

We need to remember that keeping the law in itself isn’t wrong. Jesus 
was pointing out that the strategy of this faction of Pharisees was based 
on an outdated interpretation of Israel’s situation. These leaders must 
have still felt very much in exile, they didn’t feel at home. And in 
reaction to that and thinking that God’s reign was way off in the future, 
they were trying to preserve and protect their identity, so when it finally 
came, they would be found right with God. 



4 

But Jesus was preaching and teaching that God was already doing a new 
thing in Jesus. Preserving your identity in this way and isolating from 
engagement with the world is not faithful practice. 

Jesus’ proclamation comes in the midst of these competing responses to 
occupation in the land and threats to the people’s humanity and faith. He 
begins by telling people the truth of who they are. You are a holy nation. 
You are blessed just as you are. You are the salt of the earth and the light 
of the world, already, right now. 

When Jesus speaks to the crowds he uses the second person plural. Like 
“y’all.” He encourages God’s people to be who God created them to be, 
salt and light. Hiding that light, letting the salt lose its flavor isn’t how 
Jesus wants us to live when injustice and cruelty and oppression are a 
threat to human flourishing. 

Using the metaphor of salt and light, Jesus let them know that he is the 
fulfilment of Torah, and that being in the world sharing God’s love and 
compassion is our call. Study, prayer, and ritual are essential to our faith, 
but not to the exclusion of the world. 

Jesus is the fulfillment of law; in other words, he brings the spirit and 
truth of the law to life. He says that the essence of God’s law is to love 
the lord your God with heart and soul and strength and to love neighbor 
as yourself. Jesus manifests God’s love, he never denigrates or rejects 
the law, just reinterprets it. 

As followers of Jesus, we are not meant to build walls around the world, 
or hide from the realities of events, structures, systems that are unjust, 
unfair, or inhumane. Nor are we to avert our eyes to what is really 
happening in our neighborhoods near and far. 
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You are the salt of the earth. You are the light of the world. These are 
intriguing images today but think of how radical this must have sounded 
in ancient times, particularly to people who were marginalized. 

Salt was valued in ancient times as currency, and in trading. It preserved 
food and helped heal wounds. Our bodies need salt for healthy 
functioning. We use salt to enhance the flavor of food; it’s rarely the star. 
No one sits down to a big bowl of steaming salt for dinner. It allows 
food to shine, bodies to function. One can clean with it, help sore throats 
with it, and heal gum wounds with it. 

Tears are salty, tears are holy. And in Minnesota, we know that lots of 
sunlight and salt melt snow and ice. Salt is essential, necessary, useful 
and valued.  

Jesus says we are the light of the world. If you are thinking, hey wait, 
isn’t Jesus the light of the world? Yes, and he says that we are too,  
co-creators, co-conspirators of justice and love. Light shines in the 
darkest places and exposes the truth and things hiding in corners. Think 
of putting on a light in a child’s room to show them that there is not a 
monster under the bed. 

It requires courage to shine Christ’s light on injustice and cruelty. 
Letting our light shine can come with risks, for evil does not like being 
exposed.  We stand on the shoulders of Christians who have been part of 
movements to abolish slavery, create safe working conditions, gain the 
vote for women, educate children, include LGBTQ siblings, and usher in 
civil rights legislation. Think of Fannie Lou Hamer, for whom the song 
“This Little Light of Mine” was a rally cry and source of strength in the 
Civil Rights movement.  

We can also shine a light on beauty and love and all that is growing and 
good. These things sustain our spirits and fill our hearts. I think that’s 
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why House of Hope church was bursting at the seams with people 
singing songs of justice and hope yesterday. It’s why we are sharing 
stories of God’s love in the ways we see so many giving, praying, 
feeding, and bearing witness in pubic and not so public ways in support 
for our neighbors. I hope you have heard about the encouragement for 
Minnesota that has poured into our state from all over the world. Just 
last weekend, a video game watch party raised over 250K dollars for 
VEAP, and a knitting shop collected another 250K more to help our 
neighbors. I spoke with a colleague outside the twin cities whose church 
has become the town’s gathering place for candle lighting on the street, 
and then a gathering for music and resource sharing and snacks. They’ve 
had 200 people show up in the last two weeks. And these are just a 
couple of the multiple stories of the power of light and the salt – 
compassion, generosity, bravery. 

Like salt, light does not exist for itself, but for the good of the world. 
Without neglect to self, the Christian life is a life lived for others. 

Thanks be to God that we are not alone but are in this together. God goes 
with us. God is for us. God’s spirit lifts us when we feel dim or 
flavorless. And Jesus says, “Come to me all you who are weary and I 
will give you rest.” 

God’s beloved, we are a people of hope. Blessed to be a blessing in 
God’s world. Salt and light to the nations.  

AMEN 
Sources 

Feasting on the Word: Year A, Volume 1. David L Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds., 
Louisville, Kentucky, Westminster Knox Press, 2010, pg. 332-337. 


