
Study 4

You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, 

how shall its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for 
anything except to be thrown out and trampled under 
people's feet. 

You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be 
hidden. Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a 
basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. 
In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that 
they may see your good works and give glory to your 
Father who is in heaven. 
(Matthew 5:13-16)  

We are continuing the general description of a citizen of the 
Kingdom of Heaven as given by our Lord in His popular Sermon 
on the Mount. In the previous study, we were given the 
description of authentic Christian character, and now we begin a 
new section where our Lord describes the Christian’s relationship 
to the world. We’ve looked at what a Christian is, and now we 
must go on to consider how this must play out in the world.  
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We’ve come to the realization that since the Kingdom of Heaven is 
not of this world, a true citizen of that Kingdom should possess 
counter-cultural character and expect some conflict because of it. 
The authentic Christian and true citizen of the Kingdom of 
Heaven is essential a different kind of man and entirely distinct in 
his nature than the average man of this world. 

To put it plainly, true citizens of the Kingdom are those who look 
like and live like our King, and so that’s naturally going to cause 
some tension and conflict in our daily lives and interactions with 
this world. 

Therefore, if we are supposed to expect persecution from the 
world for being like our King then how should we as citizens of the 
Kingdom relate to this world that persecutes us? 

This particular portion of our Lord’s sermon describes the 
influence a Christian ought to have on the world around him. And 
as Jesus makes clear throughout His message, our measure of 
influence is going to be directly effected by our character 
and our distinctness as His Kingdom people. 

So, after clearly describing what we are, now our Lord makes a 
point to clearly describe what we must be. He says, “You are the 
salt of the earth, and you are the light of the world.” It is perfectly 
obvious, Christians are to be like salt, and Christians are to be like 
light.  
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Now, as we begin to look at our relationship to this world, it would 
be beneficial to begin by looking at how this also includes our 
relationship with the highly religious. We need not be surprised to 
find out that being like Christ will also create conflict between us 
and some of those belonging to the church itself.  

If we were to study the life of Jesus, we would see that one of the 
accusations brought against Him by the most religious people of 
His day was that He was too much of an outsider and a guy who 
liked to drink too much (Matthew 11:19). 

Now, why would such accusations be brought against Him who 
knew no sin? Why did so many religious people have an issue with 
Jesus’ lifestyle? 

There’s a story later in Matthew’s account that is actually the story 
about when Matthew was called to follow Jesus himself (Matthew 
9). Matthew apparently ran with a pretty rough crowd before 
becoming a follower of Jesus, and shortly after he begins 
following Jesus, he invites many of these friends over to his house 
to eat and hang out with Jesus and the other disciples. This wasn’t 
the only time that Jesus had hung out with a rough crowd like 
this, and the religious people couldn’t understand why on earth 
Jesus would associate Himself with these kinds of people. 

So why would they hate Him so much for who He hung out with?   
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Well, the religious people of Jesus’ day had an arrogance about 
them that led them to celebrate being a very exclusive and isolated 
group from the rest of the world. They intentionally isolated 
themselves from the culture around them in order to preserve 
their holier-than-thou identity. But Jesus was different. And He 
has called all of His people to be different as well.       

You see, religion has a way of causing you to isolate yourself from 
the culture because of a fear that you might be contaminated by 
the culture or because of a fear that you might be criticized by the 
culture.  

Do you ever find yourself attempting to privatize your 
Christianity? Do you consider your relationship with Christ a 
personal and private matter in order not to be criticized for it? Do 
you avoid certain people around you because they seem more 
sinful than you and you’d feel guilty by association? And how 
many people might be hesitating to follow Christ because they 
know Christians that act in this way? 

Now, to be clear, we should certainly seek to remain different and 
distinct from the non-Christian world around us, but we are called 
by our King to engage our culture rather than trying to escape it. 
Nowhere in Scripture will you find the command to completely 
remove yourself and isolate yourself from society and the world 
around you.     
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As citizens of the Kingdom, we should engage our 
environment by influencing it with our presence and 
illuminating it with our practice. 

But how can we influence our environment without being 
influenced by our environment? How can we engage the culture 
without compromising our distinct character as citizens of the 
Kingdom? Well, our Lord says we will do so because in being what 
we are we will be what we ought to be — the salt of the earth and 
the light of the world. 

Influencing Our Environment as the Salt of the Earth 

Now, throughout ancient history and still today, salt has had one 
essential quality that primarily gives it two very specific purposes. 
Salt’s saltiness makes it useful for seasoning things and for 
preserving things. Ask any chef and they will tell you that adding 
salt to any recipe helps bring out the best of each ingredient used 
in the recipe which then enhances the overall taste of the dish 
itself. Ask any butcher and they will tell you that adding salt to 
raw meat is an ancient secret that helps preserve the meat and to 
keep it from going bad. (After rinsing and drying the meat, a 
butcher takes some gloves and then begins to take a good bit of 
salt and rubs it into the meat over and over again. The salt helps 
remove harmful bacteria and helps preserve the meat from going 
bad.) Therefore, to put it negatively, salt prevents decay, and to 
put it positively, salt enhances flavor.  
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So when our Lord declares that His people are the salt of the 
earth, He is essentially saying, “I have placed you where you are 
for a very specific purpose. I have placed you in your 
neighborhood. I have placed you on this team. I have placed you 
in this particular environment for a reason, and your very 
presence there ought to season it and preserve it from going bad.”  

You can’t really blame a saltless recipe for being tasteless or 
unsalted meat for eventually going bad. That’s just naturally going 
to happen without having salt mixed in. Therefore, the only real 
and honest question to ask in the light of any decay and lack of 
flavor would be, “Where is the salt?” 

Study history and you will see the great influence and impact 
citizens of the Kingdom have had in preserving and seasoning the 
world around them. An honest look at history reveals some 
unique ways in which Christianity has profoundly shaped Western 
civilization as we know it today. It was Christians, out of a deep 
conviction for earthly stewardship, that worked to preserve the 
classic literary works and great treasures of antiquity amidst the 
great destruction of civilization in the barbaric Dark Ages. Out of 
great reverence for our God who created order, it was Christians 
who organized communities and industry throughout the 
wastelands of early medieval Europe promoting such principles as 
commerce and elected leadership. It was the Christian view of 
personal property, civic stewardship and limited government that 
created the foundation for capitalism and democracy as we know 
it today. Out of obedience to our Lord’s teaching concerning 
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women, children and slaves (although imperfectly), it was 
Christianity that began to revolutionize the way the marginalized 
and minorities were viewed in society leading them to be 
respected to an extent that was unprecedented in human history. 
And out of respect for God’s gift of intelligence and His promise 
that He could be known through His creation, it was the Christian 
pursuit of truth that established some of the wold’s greatest 
educational institutions and the explosion of scientific interests 
and enterprise.   

Although any specific measurement concerning Christianity’s 
influence upon the history of this world is impossible to 
determine, in a 2012 article featured in Christian Today, Daniel 
Meyer refers to an observation given by Rodney Stark in his book, 
The Victory of Reason:    

“Had the followers of Jesus remained an obscure Jewish 
sect, most of you would not have learned to read and the 
rest of you would be reading from hand-copied scrolls. 
Without a theology committed to reason, progress, and 
moral equality, today the entire world would be about 
where non-European societies were in 1800. It would be, 
Stark says, a world with many astrologers and alchemists 
but no scientists … a world of despots, lacking universities, 
banks, factories, eyeglasses, chimneys, and pianos … a 
world where most infants do not live to the age of five and 
many women die in childbirth. The modern world arose 
only in Christian societies. Not in Islam. Not in Asia. Not 
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in a ‘secular' society. There would be no world as we know 
it today if Easter had never happened.”  1

    
A Christian, “just by being the man that he is in every sphere in 
which he finds himself”  has the potential to not only preserve the 2

society in which he lives but to also enhance his environment to a 
level of good that would otherwise never exist.  

Does your presence possess the power to effect your 
environment? Do people act differently when you’re in the room? 
Do you naturally leave every situation and circumstance better 
than you found it?   

The greatest hope for the flourishing of our society and 
culture is an increase in the number of Christians 
rubbed and sprinkled into it.   

In being who we are, we will become the salt of the earth. 
Therefore, our presence ought to influence the well-being of our 
cultural environment and more specifically our individual circles 
of influence. The only way that this will fail to happen is if we fail 
to simply be who we are as authentic Christians and true citizens 
of Christ’s Kingdom. Salt only fails to preserve and season if it 
lacks true saltiness. In the same way, Christians only fail to 
preserve and season their environment if they lack true Christian-
ness.    

   Daniel Meyer, A Defense of Christianity’s Influence on History, (http://www.christianitytoday.com) July 31, 20121

   D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, (Eerdmans: 1976), 1342
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It’s interesting to note that scientifically speaking, salt cannot lose 
its saltiness except by being corrupted and contaminated with 
inferior materials. “The purpose of salt is to fight deterioration, 
and therefore it must not itself deteriorate.”  As the salt of the 3

earth, we must influence the world without being influenced by it. 
We must avoid being corrupted and contaminated with the 
inferior things of this world and instead season this world with 
the superior things that belong to the Kingdom of Heaven.  

Illuminating Our Environment as the Light of the World 

Now, since the dawn of creation, light has always had one 
essential quality and one very specific purpose. “The essential 
characteristic of light is that it is light, and gives light, and it really 
has no other function whatsoever.”  To put it negatively, light 4

weakens the intensity of the surrounding darkness. To put it 
positively, light brings understanding and clarity to your 
surroundings.    

Now, it must first be noted and understood that by referring to 
Christians as the light of the world, Jesus draws out the obvious 
implication that this world is currently in a state of great 
darkness.  

   D.A. Carson, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and His Confrontation with the World, (Baker: 1987), 323

   Lloyd-Jones, 1504
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The twenty-first century man mocks and laughs at this diagnosis 
of living in darkness. He sees that the world has never been so 
educated and so socially connected, and therefore he considers 
this idea of darkness as the great problem of the past for men who 
were more primitive than himself.  

Today, the cultural proponents of a more humanistic worldview 
rejoice in humanity’s progress as we consider ourselves evolved 
and superior creatures of the Enlightenment which brought us so 
many advances in science, biology, industry, medicine and 
technology. However, what twenty-first century man fails to 
recognize (or admit) is that in spite of all these tremendous 
advances and in spite of all this new knowledge that he currently 
possesses, he has still failed to truly discover and fully understand 
the thing that matters the most in this life. The greatest 
intellectual minds of the day are still completely in the dark when 
it comes to what exactly we are supposed to do with all this new 
knowledge. They are still completely in the dark when it comes to 
the very reason, meaning and purpose of their own human 
existence. And this is why our Lord declares to the Christian, 
“You, and you alone, are the light of the world." 

As the salt of the earth, we ought to have an immediate influence 
on our environment simply by being who we are as identifiably 
different and distinct from the average man around us. On the 
other hand, as the light of the world, we ought to have a more 
specific effect on our environment by illuminating the ultimate 
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reason for why we are so different from the norm in the first 
place.  

So, how do we do this? What does it mean to be the light of the 
world? 

Jesus elaborates on this description in saying, “Let your light 
shine before others, so that they may see your good works and 
give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (v. 16).  

To be the light of the world means to transmit the 
greatness and glory of our King by putting our authentic 
Christian character to practice. It is living the Kingdom way 
of life in a way that “brings out the error and the failure of man’s 
way of thinking and living”  and in a way that shows the world 5

around us there is another more satisfying kind of life which is to 
be found in following Jesus Christ as Lord and King.  

The greatest minds and experts of our day have no honest 
explanation for the state of the world today. He sees his fellow 
man with more knowledge than man has ever had, and yet he sees 
his fellow man constantly failing to actually apply this great 
knowledge to his own life and society. The experts of our day are 
still scratching their heads and searching for more research and 
analysis that might finally provide the answer and solution to 
man’s great problem. And this is why our Lord declares the 
Christian man to be the only kind of man in this world who can 

   Lloyd-Jones, 1445
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provide honest advice and an actual answer for the state of the 
world that we find ourselves in. 

Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where 
is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the 
wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the 
world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God 
through the folly of what we preach to save those who 
believe. (1 Corinthians 1:20-21)  

In knowing what we know, we are to bring understanding and 
clarity to the world around us, and in being what we are intended 
to be, we give the watching world around us a reason to listen to 
what we might have to say. 

Kingdom character displayed in the lives of Kingdom citizens 
constitutes the Kingdom witness. As D.A. Carson writes; 

“The norms of the kingdom, worked out in the lives of the 
heirs of the kingdom, constitute the witness of the 
kingdom. Such Christians refuse to rob their employers by 
being lazy on the job, or to rob their employees by 
succumbing to greed and stinginess. They are first to help 
a colleague in difficulty, last to return a barbed reply. They 
honestly desire the advancement of the other’s interest, 
and honestly dislike smutty humor. Transparent in their 
honesty and genuine in their concern, they reject both the 
easy answer of the doctrinaire politician and the laissez-
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faire stance of the selfish secular man. Meek in personal 
demeanor, they are bold in righteous pursuits.”  6

Jesus said about Himself, “I am the light of the world. Whoever 
follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of 
life.” (John 8:12) Our Lord declared that He is the Light of the 
World, and here He describes His people as also being the light of 
the world. This is the “mystical union” between the Christian and 
His King.  It is a supernatural work of the Holy Spirit who is sent 7

to dwell in the Christian man guiding him into an understanding 
of truth and transforming him into a transmitter of that truth 
through his immediate presence and daily practice.  

Therefore, the only question to ask is, Are we what we are 
supposed to be?  

The world is watching us. Are they seeing something noticeably 
different and distinct about us? Are our lives a silent rebuke to 
them? Do we spark interest and curiosity? Are we giving people a 
reason to believe what we say?   

A good measure of our Christian condition is whether or 
not those around us are comfortable sinning in our 
presence. The world was not left indifferent about our King nor 
should the world remain indifferent about His true Kingdom 
people.  

   Carson, 336

   Lloyd-Jones, 1427
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The Light of the Word came into the world but people preferred 
the darkness instead of the Light (John 3:19). Our Lord’s pure 
presence and practice made men see themselves for who they 
really were, and they began to hate Him for it. Jesus was 
persecuted and eventually executed simply because He was in fact 
the Light of the World. Now, we are called to be like this in the 
world, and if we would simply be what we are intended to be then 
we would have this same effect upon our own environment as 
well.   

So what’s the problem with the state of the world today?  

Only the Christian has the answer. The same thing that’s been 
wrong with the world since the beginning. Sinful man prefers 
darkness over the light. Even though man knows what is right, he 
prefers to do what is evil and to convince himself by convincing 
others that it’s alright. Man’s problem isn’t necessarily his 
knowledge but rather his nature. His natural passions and desires 
continually crave what’s fundamentally wrong. 

“What man needs is not more light; he needs a nature that will 
love the light and hate the darkness.”  And while this is a 8

supernatural work of God alone, we are given the high privilege of 
helping in this work by merely being what we are and becoming 
what we are intended to be. 

   Lloyd-Jones, 146-1478
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As the salt of the earth and light of the world, we should influence 
and illuminate the world around us in a way that reveals the true 
Light of the Word who suffered and died to save the world from 
its decay and darkness. 

The Savior-King of the world calls us as His people to be 
like Him and endure whatever we may have to suffer in 
order to engage our culture rather than trying to escape 
it.  

Any attempt to privatize our Christianity or isolate ourselves from 
our environment is essentially like becoming salt that has no 
saltiness or light that is forcefully hidden. Both are failing to fulfill 
their intended purpose and both would be utterly ridiculous and 
of no use to anyone.  

How absurd is it for men to live their lives restraining themselves 
from the pleasures of this world while at the same time not 
committing themselves to Christ to the point of experiencing the 
ultimate pleasure of knowing Him? How ridiculous and 
completely useless is a formal Christianity without true surrender 
to Christ? This makes a man neither one thing or the other. He 
has no home in this world and no real hope in the world to come. 
He makes himself nothing and good for nothing except to 
eventually be thrown out and spit out by the Lord Himself 
(Revelation 3:16).    
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We must be what we are and thus become what we are 
intended to be.  We are salt intended to influence our 
environment with our presence and light intended to illuminate 
our environment through our practice. In doing so, we deflect 
attention away from ourselves and lead men to glorify God, glory 
in God and swear their allegiance to Him as Lord and King.    9

   Lloyd-Jones, 1559
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