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Text 
Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him, 

2
 

and he began to teach them, saying: 
3
 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

4
 

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
5
 Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the 

earth. 
6
 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

7
 Blessed are the 

merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 
8
 Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

9
 Blessed are 

the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God. 
10

 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of 

righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
11

 "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute 

you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. 
12

 Rejoice and be glad, because great is 

your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 
13

 "You are 

the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good 

for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. 
14

 "You are the light of the world. A city on a 

hill cannot be hidden. 
15

 Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its 

stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. 
16

 In the same way, let your light shine before men, that 

they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven. 

 

Introduction 
 I’m currently preaching from the Gospel of Matthew during our times together on 

Sundays.  Now I find that many people really like the Gospels.  I do too.  The Gospels are 

the books of the Bible that deal explicitly with the life of Jesus.  They have widespread 

appeal because Jesus is still wildly fascinating and popular with people today.  Take a 

poll on the street and I’m sure you will find that most people respect or even revere Jesus.  

But what is often spurned is the church, the organized religion that has crept up around 

and, many maintain, obscured Jesus.  And so what you will often hear are statements like, 

“We would all be better if we just stuck with the Gospels, the red letters.  That stuff in the 

Epistles written by Paul or Peter or James seems so different, is later, or is too dogmatic.”  

And there is a bit of appeal to this logic, after all shouldn’t we prioritize the words of our 

Lord over Paul? 

 But the problem with this thinking is that, as I mentioned last week, Jesus never 

wrote a book.  In other words, when you read a Gospel you aren’t exactly reading Jesus’ 

words; I mean you are… but you aren’t.  You’re reading Matthew’s (inspired) take on 

Jesus or Mark’s take or Luke’s take or John’s take just like when you read an Epistle 

you’re reading Paul’s take on Jesus or Peter’s or James’.  Jesus spoke in Aramaic.  The 
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Gospels were written in Greek.  So we don’t have what’s called the ipsissima verba, the 

exact words spoken by Christ. 

What we have are theological interpretations of Jesus by apostolic witnesses.  The 

Gospels just happen to be in a historical narrative genre that relates much of Jesus’ 

teaching and activity during his pre-death-and-resurrection life.  But it’s still 

theologically driven.  So you can’t say that the Epistles are theological glosses on Jesus 

and the Gospels are pure Jesus.  And, just as the four Gospel writers present distinctive 

yet fully compatible pictures, so also is there no contradiction between the theology 

presented in the Gospels and that presented in the Epistles.  It’s a false dichotomy.  They 

all work together to fill out a robust understanding of who Jesus is and what he has done. 

 I mention this mostly because I’ve run into this kind of Jesus vs. Paul stuff again 

recently and it has to be shown up for the false dichotomy that it is.  But also because this 

error (Jesus vs. Paul) is assuming another error; it goes hand in hand with another 

common misconception.  Today we start into the famous ‘Sermon on the Mount’ given 

by Jesus.  If you ask people on the street what was so great about Jesus the most common 

answer will be something about his teaching and what is most commonly in mind is the 

stuff of the Sermon on the Mount.  The error in this is that Jesus is reduced to a teacher of 

a transcendent ethics.  But that misses the whole point of Jesus.  It ignores the overall 

intention of Matthew and the context of these teachings.  I’ve labored to show throughout 

the first four chapters of this Gospel where Matthew is carefully seeking to situate Jesus 

that Matthew is not presenting a model, a mere teacher.  Matthew’s Gospel is clearly 

presenting a doctrinal picture of Jesus very much like Paul does, showing what it means 

to believe in him and be ‘in him’ (very Pauline concepts, aren’t they?).  It’s about the 

deity of Christ, salvation from sins, vicarious suffering, repentance and faith, Jesus 

earning a righteousness in our place, sonship, gracious and effective calling… 

 Listen: Christianity is not first and foremost an ethic to follow (and if we look 

closely, how many people who extol Jesus’ teachings really do follow the Sermon on the 

Mount??).  No, the Christian headline is not, “Love your neighbor and let’s all get 

along.”  It is a massive truth claim that there is a deep and unshakeable need for salvation 

and that nobody no matter their record of ethical obedience is able to save themselves on 

their own.  We need a salvation from the outside.  And that is what Jesus brought; that’s 

why Jesus came.  He brought an objective, cosmic redemption in himself.  He fulfilled all 

the demands for righteousness and suffered all the wrath for unrighteousness necessitated 

by a holy God.  In his resurrection he inaugurated all the hopes and dreams of a perfect 

world that were shattered by Adam.  And he graciously goes to and calls men and women 

unto himself in order to participate in his eternal kingdom.  This is what we’ve seen about 

Jesus so far in Matthew. 

 Last week we saw Jesus announcing this arrival of the kingdom in himself and 

then calling people to himself to begin to experience it.  We saw the beginning of this 

great salvation busting out to many people.  All this stuff of chapters 1-4 have to be taken 

into consideration when coming to chapters 5-7 (the Sermon on the Mount, which is 

largely about lifestyle).  Isn’t it interesting that Matthew does not immediately jump into 

the Sermon on the Mount?  We can’t understand Jesus here to be giving an abstract and 

general code of ethics for people to follow, but rather what he’s doing is describing life 

for those in the kingdom.  And how do you get in the kingdom?  Respond to the gracious 

call of Jesus by repentance and faith in him, as we saw last week!  “The focus of these 
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chapters,” says R.T. France, “is not then the wider proclamation of the ‘good news of the 

kingdom’ (4:23), but the instruction of those who have already responded to that 

proclamation and now need to learn what life in the ‘kingdom of heaven’ is really 

about.”
1
  So what we have here is not a philosophical discourse on ethics, but rather Jesus 

describing to people who have responded to him what life, as a result, is like for those in 

his kingdom. 

 What this means is that at the end of the day Jesus’ teaching as faithfully related 

by Matthew really does square with Paul’s teaching in places like Romans and elsewhere.  

Sinful people are sovereignly chosen by God’s sheer grace to be united to his beloved 

Son not based upon anything they have done, and now in this new life there is fruit, 

they’ve put off the old person and put on the new, in view of God’s mercy there is now a 

desire and expectation that people will strive to live a life worthy of the calling they have 

received.  Listen to the way Paul puts it in Colossians 1:10-14 and see if there is any 

discrepancy in the way Matthew is putting it: 

 

We pray… that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him 

in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge 

of God, being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might 

so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully giving 

thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of 

the saints in the kingdom of light.  For he has rescued us from the 

dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he 

loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

 

Beautiful! 

Oh, let’s not pit Jesus’ teaching against Paul’s!  That’s irresponsible.  There is no 

difference!  And let’s make sure we and everybody around us really understands who 

Jesus is.  Because it’s something way cooler than everyone trying to live up to the 

standards of the Sermon on the Mount.  It’s about salvation. 

And if you have come to Jesus for that amazing salvation it will rock your world.  

It will turn your life upside down and change you from the inside out.  It won’t just be 

life as usual.  And for that Jesus gives us some guidance; that’s what the Sermon on the 

Mount is: guidance for a life of gratitude for being qualified to be in his kingdom.  So 

let’s look at what Jesus taught about the lives of those in the kingdom from the Sermon 

on the Mount today (not listening to hear what we have to do to get in, but what we get to 

do because we’ve been brought in) and what we’ll see, in short, is just this: Christians 

are to form a conspicuous counter-culture. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Setting 
Okay, so why is this traditionally called the ‘Sermon on the Mount’?  Because 

“when [Jesus] saw the crowds [that his ministry was attracting], he went up on a 

mountainside and sat down” (v. 1).  So it’s a sermon Jesus delivered from a 

mountainside/a ‘mount’.  He delivered it sitting because that’s how rabbis taught back 

then.  Perhaps the mount provided nothing more than a good place to preach from or even 
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something as simple as that this was just where he happened to be at the time.  I happen 

to think that there’s more intentionality behind Jesus’ actions and Matthew’s reporting of 

them than just that.  We’ve already seen how Matthew is alluding to the Exodus event in 

his telling of the Christ event (for example the parallels between Jesus’ birth and 

Moses’).  Well Matthew has five extended discourses of Jesus’ teaching in his Gospel, of 

which the Sermon on the Mount is the first.  What do you know, Moses wrote five books.  

And then here Matthew has Jesus going up on a mountain, kind of like Moses went up on 

Mt. Sinai.  This is something akin to the giving of the Law.  Some of the differences 

being the facts that Jesus doesn’t receive a law, but gives his own teaching (huh!) and he 

allows others to come with him! 

But the giving of the Law at Mt. Sinai provides a helpful backdrop to what Jesus 

is doing here.  Remember that in the context of Exodus the Law doesn’t come in until 

after the dramatic redemption from Egypt.  There’s the historical prologue spelling out 

God’s grace (“I am the Lord your God who brought you up out of Egypt;” Ex. 20:2).  

Then come the expectations for living in light of that grace (“Have no other gods before 

me, don’t steal, don’t commit adultery, don’t covet…”).  Jesus will be in many ways 

further unpacking the principles behind the Mosaic Law in this sermon, but as I said in 

the introduction to my sermon we must understand these teachings as coming subsequent 

to Jesus’ gracious call to experience the kingdom in himself – God’s expectations of his 

redeemed people. 

 Notice who Jesus is directing his teaching to.  Who’s the Sermon on the Mount 

for?  This is important.  “His disciples came to him, and he began to teach them” (vv. 1-

2).  So these teachings are for those who have already come to him and identified with 

him.  This clears up several misunderstandings about the Sermon on the Mount. 

(1) These expectations he’s about to lay out are not for society at large as if they 

should be applied to everyone, the classic example being pacifism applying to police 

forces in the secular world.  Their job is precisely to “resist an evil person” (v. 39). 

(2) Jesus isn’t just trying to scare people into the kingdom and drive them to grace 

by giving them impossible standards to maintain.  He’s going to give legitimate 

expectations for those who already are in the kingdom by grace. 

I would also add (3) that this is not an ethic that doesn’t apply to us today because 

it was offered to Israel and rejected and will be revived again in some future millennial 

kingdom, as some have held. 

It is for the church.  Jesus is teaching his community of disciples how they should 

live in light of his admittance of them into the realm of salvation. 

 Also, notice that Jesus seems to be preaching to his disciples in the hearing of 

inquisitive crowds.  This is an important clue that will coincide with a point I make again 

later.  If you look at the end of ch. 7 you’ll see that when this teaching session is 

dismissed Matthew notes the amazement of the listening in crowds.  They’re not disciples 

yet, but they’re there.  So he’s speaking to the disciples, in the hearing of the crowds.  

Likewise we gather on Sundays as the church of God, the inheritors of the kingdom, 

participants in the age to come that has broken into the present age.  We gather to 

worship and eat at the table of our crucified and resurrected Lord.  But we do so with a 

conscious awareness and expectation that there will be people among us who are not fully 

a part of us: non-members and not-yet-believers.  I’m not that great at this but I really 

believe in preaching to both believers and non-believers at the same time. 
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Beatitudes 

 Okay, so what is Jesus saying to his disciples?  It’s what are traditionally called 

‘The Beatitudes’ – “Blessed are…  Blessed are…”  Eight times.  So he’s pronouncing 

blessing over them in a certain sense.  Leon Morris reflects: “It is significant that this 

sermon begins with beatitudes rather than imperatives.  Jesus will go on to make great 

demands on his followers, but these demands are to be understood in a context of grace.”
2
  

Amen.  Even the nature of the first few beatitudes only underscore the grace aspect of 

this kingdom. 

 But more than simply blessing, Jesus is explaining to those who have responded 

to Jesus’ message of the kingdom and gathered round him what the good life really is.  

The Greek word for blessing used here probably is playing less on the OT precedent of 

something like the Aaronic blessing (“The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make 

his face shine upon you and be gracious to you…;” Nu. 6:24-25) and more on something 

like Psalm 1 (“Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or 

stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.  But his delight is in the law of 

the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night;” Ps. 1:1-2).  Jesus is making a 

statement about what really constitutes the blessed life, where true happiness is found, 

where LIFE is really at. 

 This is the question everybody is asking and there are many different answers out 

there.  For some, the high life is as simple as Miller Lite.  It’s unreflective hedonism or 

uninhibited materialism (i.e. buy stuff: fancy food, exotic vacations, home décor, fashion, 

tech toys…).  As someone who got a new computer and a new Android phone all in the 

last 10 days, I know the rush of new things and the promise of technology but I can tell 

you it doesn’t make you truly happy.  For others it may be a bit more sophisticated, like 

hard work and family, freedom from oppression, the feeling of doing good for others.  

But Jesus says that the genuinely good life, the blessed life is found only in the kingdom 

and the kingdom is counter-intuitive to all the world’s philosophies. 

 Look at v. 3.  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  

Then look again at the last of the eight beatitudes in v. 10.  “Blessed are those who are 

persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  Jesus is here 

describing those who are in the kingdom of heaven, and thus in the blessed life.  What is 

the kingdom?  That’s a big topic, but remember what we began to see last week?  It is the 

long anticipated realm of God’s manifest reign where sin and its guilt, condemnation, 

consequences, and effects are fully removed.  All disease, sickness, suffering, and evil is 

therefore gone.  And Jesus brings it.  The kingdom is not something ushered in by us, as 

if kingdom living is us seeking to root out all sin and its effects from this earth. 

 Jesus brings the kingdom.  This is the good life.  But notice something else in the 

beatitudes.  The bookends, vv. 3 and 10 talk about the kingdom and they use the present 

tense verb – “theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  But notice that all the in between 

beatitudes speak of certain kingdom benefits in the future tense – “will be comforted… 

will inherit the earth… will be filled…  will be shown mercy… will see God… will be 

called sons of God.”  Jesus is saying that the kingdom is present and here and now, but 

yet there remains still an aspect of it that is then and coming and future.  It’s inaugurated, 

but not yet consummated. 
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 That’s why we still see disease and sickness even among believers.  That’s why 

most of these beatitudes assume the continued presence of mourning, conflict, and 

persecution.  Jesus says a good bit here about how this good life for now will involve 

hard stuff – insults, persecution, opposition.  The kingdom comes in two stages and in the 

meantime the two ages persist side by side – the present evil age and the age to come; the 

world with all its false promises of the good life apart from God and the kingdom; the 

darkness and the light.  So Jesus is teaching his disciples how to live in the kingdom that 

is already, but not yet. 

 Now let’s look more closely at the way he describes life for people who have 

come to Jesus, experienced the kingdom, yet still live in a fallen world awaiting the 

kingdom’s consummation.  And what we see in these beatitudes is really upside-down, 

that is quite counter-intuitive and counter-cultural.  What do you think of when you think 

of blessed people?  Rich, care-free, assured, confident, determined…, right?  Who does 

Jesus say are the truly blessed? 

 First: “Blessed are the poor in spirit…” (v. 3).  Why does Jesus start there?  

Because all kingdom living starts there.  The poor in spirit are those who have no 

confidence in the flesh, who count all their efforts and abilities not as profit, but as loss 

(cf. Ph. 3).  They recognize that on their own they are bankrupt.  These are not the self-

made millionaires who credit their grit and indomitable belief in themselves.  These are 

people who have come to the end of themselves, who know that nothing good lives in 

them, that is, in their sinful nature.  Remember: all you need to get Jesus is to need him.  

This is repentance.  It comes from humility, abandoning all trust in your self for your 

salvation and putting it all on Jesus.  These are the people who populate the kingdom.  

And contrary to everything the world says about self-esteem and believing in yourself to 

attain happiness, kingdom people know you find life by losing it. 

 Second: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” (v. 4).  Our 

world values levity, comedy.  When we face tragedy or sadness or the empty ache we 

don’t really mourn, we medicate, we move on, we buy something or blame someone.  We 

simply cannot face the real issue of our condition – that we have rebelled against a good 

God and stand under his just condemnation.  But those who have the good life are 

ironically those who truly know what it is to mourn for their sin and face God honestly 

and believe against every proud do-it-yourself fiber of their beings that Jesus took their 

condemnation and gives them his righteousness.  As long as we live in this life, the time 

in between when this age and the age to come coexist, we will never outgrow our need to 

repent; we will always mourn, not in a ‘woe is me’ manner but in a way that is not 

content with sin and believes Jesus’ promise that those who mourn will also know what it 

is to truly dance and will one day dance elegantly and unencumbered when all sin is 

forever and completely banished in the comfort of the New Creation. 

 Third: “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” (v. 5).  It’s 

essentially a quote of Ps. 37:11, a psalm urging people not to fret at the prosperity of the 

wicked or be envious of those who are jerks but do seem for the present time to be happy 

and getting all the breaks.  “The meek will inherit the land and enjoy great peace.”  The 

world doesn’t really prize meekness.  It doesn’t even understand it.  Meekness doesn’t 

mean, necessarily weakness.  It doesn’t mean mousy.  Moses was described as the 

meekest person on the face of the earth and he was not shy.  He was humble.  He had 

learned not to seek his own glory.  The world believes that those who rise to the top are 
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the ones who exude confidence in their own abilities.  But Jesus says that the one who 

lives to magnify not themselves but God’s grace and glory will actually, in the end, 

inherit the earth!  The people who will dance in the new earth that is coming will not be 

the cocky and self-assured, but the meek. 

 Fourth: “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will 

be filled” (v. 6).  Jesus is saying that those who are in the kingdom will love the King’s 

laws.  They won’t just be humble and know their need for forgiveness.  They will also be, 

because of a deep, implanted, Spirit-wrought instinct, passionately pursuing 

righteousness.  The world has a conscience, but suppresses it.  The law it lives by is 

“Look out for number 1.”  The believer has a delight in God’s law, which is summarized 

by loving God and loving others.  For those who have been justified with Christ’s 

righteousness, they will be sanctified with Christ-like righteousness. 

 Fifth: “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy” (v. 7).  Members 

of God’s kingdom, though “streams of tears flow from [their] eyes, for [God’s] law is not 

obeyed” (Ps. 119:136), are yet compassionate and forgiving and merciful with those who 

sin because they know they’ve been promised that mercy will be shown to them when 

they come before the judgment seat of Christ.  The world, however, keeps tabs.  It values 

getting even.  It gloats over the failure of others and vows revenge.  Holding a record of 

wrongs over someone’s head does not characterize those who are in the kingdom of God 

by grace. 

 Sixth: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God” (v. 8).  Those in the 

world value external beauty, surface level goodness, purity in appearance so that they can 

look in the mirror and feel good about themselves.  But those in the kingdom of God are 

concerned with internal motivations, mind renewal, purity of heart so they can see God.  

They know that “without holiness no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14) and they long 

to reflect the One they will one day behold face to face (cf. 1Jn. 3:2).  There’s no 

contentment with mere outward conformity just to get by. 

 Seventh: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God” (v. 

9).  The world burns through relationships.  Conflict is managed.  But for those who have 

experienced true reconciliation with God and admittance into his kingdom even though 

they are traitors to the throne, they have an inability to accept broken relationships with 

others.  Whereas the world would counsel, “Just let her go,” or, “After all he’s done to 

you, you’re better off without him,” the Christian way is – “If it is possible, as far as it 

depends on you, live at peace with everyone” (Rom. 12:18), especially in the church 

where we “make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” 

(Eph. 4:3).  This kind of community is unique in the world. 

 Eighth: “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs 

is the kingdom of heaven” (v. 10).  The world pressures conformity, don’t rock the boat.  

When there is discrimination, the world recommends retaliation, fighting for your rights.  

The Christian knows that his citizenship is in heaven and doesn’t let the pressure to 

conform soften his righteousness, a righteousness that may be praised on some occasions 

and scorned on others by the fickle world.  And when he faces the ire of the kingdoms of 

this world he gladly accepts it and keeps pouring his life out for God and others.  He’s 

not self-protective.  He’s not trying to make enemies, but when enemies naturally emerge 

from the present evil age he loves them.  That’s counter-cultural! 
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 Jesus continues this theme in vv. 11-12 but shifts from general descriptions of 

those who are blessed to participate in the now and not yet kingdom to personal address 

to his disciples in the second person plural.  “Blessed are you when people insult you, 

persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.  Rejoice and be 

glad, because great is your reward in heaven [how counter-cultural is hope, delayed 

gratification?!!], for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you” 

(vv. 11-12).  Here we see that Jesus addressed his disciples as a community.  They were 

to form a counter-culture.  It would be different than the world and as history has 

shown people generally respond negatively to things that are different, that don’t jive 

with the world’s value system, especially when they represent God and righteousness. 

 

Salt and Light 

 But not everyone will respond negatively.  That’s not the goal – just to be 

different and otherworldly.  Jesus’ followers were to form a counter-culture but not 

just that.  It was also supposed to be conspicuous.  Though there is a strong note of 

antithesis (the kingdom values are upside down and totally contrary to the world’s) the 

point is that this kingdom would be fully situated in the world and that many people 

would be transferring their citizenship.  Jesus uses two metaphors to describe this (he 

already used a related metaphor of fishing last week): salt and light. 

 Jesus said to his disciples, “You are the salt of the earth” (v. 13).  Now what did 

that mean in that context?  Commentators point to two common uses that provide likely 

meaning. 

(1) Salt flavored.  You know the distinct taste of salt.  There’s a whole part of 

your tongue designed just to pick it up.  Almost anything can be made edible with salt.  It 

takes something bland and spices it up, so to speak.  So Christians should be spread out 

into the world to season it, to affect it, that parts of it that are gross might become good. 

 (2) Salt preserved.  You’ve read about pre-refrigeration days where meat would 

be hung and heavily salted to preserve it.  Somehow that works.  Something that naturally 

rots and decomposes can be preserved so it’s not a stinking mess as quick by adding salt 

to it.  The world is decaying and left to itself is on it’s way to destruction, but Christ’s 

disciples spread throughout it act as a preserving agent.  I’ve heard one of my friends say, 

“Why is Naperville such a great place to live?  Because all the Christians are out there!”  

It’s simplistic in some ways (are the suburbs really that great?), but in other ways it’s 

absolutely true.  The streets are safer and the schools are more orderly due in some 

measure to the high concentration of believers that are there.  Is it only a coincidence that 

there has only been one murder in Wheaton in 50 years and there’s one a week in some 

parts of the city?  Because the salt has been extracted. 

 I also saw another aspect of salt suggested as part of the backdrop to this 

metaphor – (3) Salt makes people thirsty.  Eat a bag a chips and try not to drink water.  

Christians as salt sprinkled through the offices and neighborhoods and families should 

make non-believers curious, thirsty for the living water that Christ provides. 

 So participants in the kingdom are on one hand to be so radically different from 

the world.  Yet on the other hand they are to be so radically intermingled with the world 

that they salinize it.  As one person has said, looking at these verses: “Disciples, 

therefore, must be both distinctive and involved.  Neither the indistinguishably 
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assimilated nor the inaccessible hermit will fulfill the mandate of these challenging 

verses.”
3
 

 The temptation when in the world is, of course, to be assimilated, isn’t it?  How 

many times have I seen a Christian get sucked into the world and start living just like 

everyone else with no kingdom qualities to speak of!  It happens all the time.  The answer 

is not to separate from the world.  The answer has to be to keep close to Jesus, to keep 

hearing his words, both his promises and his commands.  And Jesus warns those who 

would claim to be part of his kingdom against losing their saltiness.  “But if the salt loses 

its saltiness, how can it be made salty again?  It is no longer good for anything, except to 

be thrown out and trampled by men” (v. 13). 

 Some would point to the fact that sodium chloride doesn’t ever lose its taste and 

then explain that ‘salt’ back then was never pure and came with other impurities or 

sediments and it would be possible for the sodium chloride to be leeched from it making 

it only fit for being thrown in with dirt.  Maybe that’s why Jesus uses this analogy.  I 

think he could also just be saying that it’s pointless to claim to be a Christian but not be 

salty.  In fact, it’s impossible.  “An inquirer reportedly asked a late-first century rabbi 

what to salt tasteless salt with; he responded, ‘the afterbirth of a mule.’”  Mules are 

sterile… so they don’t have offspring… so they never have afterbirth!  “The point is: 

‘You ask a stupid question, you get a stupid answer.  Salt can’t stop being salt!’”
4
  It’s a 

complete oxymoron to speak of being a part of the kingdom and to be out in the world 

absorbing the flavor of those around you.  Christians aren’t the tofu of the earth.  They 

are the salt. 

 And then Jesus says similarly, “You are the light of the world.  A city on a hill 

cannot be hidden.  Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.  Instead they 

put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house.  In the same way, let your 

light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in 

heaven” (vv. 14-16).  The image doesn’t really need much commentary.  Again, notice 

the collective nature of the illustration – a city.  And notice also the absurdity of putting a 

candle under a bowl.  It has no oxygen and goes out.  Light is meant to shine.  Christians 

are meant to be out in the world shining brightly, forming a conspicuous counter-

culture, not assimilated to the culture and not an isolated sub-culture.  “Like [the church 

father] Athanasius, our motto should be, ‘Against the world, for the world.’”
5
  Some will 

be turned off by the brightness like a cockroach in a seedy hotel when you flip the switch.  

Others will be drawn like a trapped miner to a light at the end of a tunnel. 

 

Conclusion 

The world is a dark place.  It’s a dog eat dog place.  It’s a place of the survival of 

the fittest.  There is no ultimate comfort, hope, fulfillment, mercy, beatific vision, or 

happy family here.  But a light has dawned.  The kingdom has come.  And it belongs to 

those who have humbly accepted Jesus’ grace.  Those who have form a conspicuous 

counter-culture. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
Jesus Son | we’re sons; Jesus Light | we’re light… 

 

Benediction 
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You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, 

that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his 

wonderful light.  Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once 

you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.  Dear friends, I urge you, 

as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against 

your soul.  Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing 

wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us. (1 Peter 

2:9-12) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 19, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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