
“Mission Possible” (Matthew 5:13–16) 
 
Have you ever failed to recognize something valuable? As Stan Caffy prepared for married life, he 
cleaned out his garage and donated many of his possessions to the Goodwill. One of the items he donated 
was a tattered copy of the Declaration of Independence that had been hanging in his garage for a decade. 
Stan’s trash turned out to be another man’s treasure. This particular version of the Declaration of 
Independence was a rare copy made in 1823. A man named Michael Sparks spotted it, and he purchased 
the document for $2.48. Sparks later auctioned it for almost a half–a–million. Not a bad profit.1 
 
Just like this tattered copy of the Declaration of Independence, you and I are worth more than we think. 
Today, however, you may not feel like you are valuable. Perhaps you feel like you have failed God in 
your marriage or family. Maybe you are still suffering the consequences from a divorce or two. Maybe 
you failed to spend time with your kids and now that they are older they don’t have time for you. You 
wonder because of your mistakes if God truly loves you. Maybe you’ve never served in the church and 
you feel like there’s no way you could start now after so many years of inactivity. Due to your lack of 
spiritual commitment, you wonder how God can truly care about you. Perhaps you have wasted away 
your schooling or career. You had so much potential but you never lived up to it. Now it seems like you 
are just aimlessly going through the motions. You wonder how God could ever use you. I’m here to tell 
you that regardless of how you feel today, God considers you incredibly valuable. He loves you and longs 
for you to live out who you are.2 So give the world a taste and glimpse of who Christ is.3 In Matt 5:13–16, 
Jesus issues two exhortations to motivate us to fulfill this calling.  
  
1. Season the earth (5:13). In 5:13, Jesus tells us that as disciples we play a valuable role in our culture. 
He begins by declaring, “You 4 are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has become tasteless, how can it 
be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled under 
foot by men.” To discover the meaning of the salt metaphor, we need to understand the function of salt as 
it would be understood by Jesus’ original first–century audience. There’s only one problem: Scholars 
have identified no less than eleven different functions of salt in the ancient world.5 Salt had so many uses 
that it was highly valued. In fact, salt was so valuable that the Romans sometimes paid their soldiers with 
it. If a soldier did not carry out his duties, others would say, “He is not worth his salt.” That’s where we 
get the expression, “worth his salt.” Even today when we wish to say that someone embodies genuine 
quality and goodness, we say, “He [or she] is the salt of the earth.”6 So, we can safely say that the salt 
metaphor carries a general idea of value. Disciples, therefore, add value to the world in a broad sense.7 
But we are still left to figure out specifically which of the valuable functions of salt Jesus had in mind.8  
 
Salt can be a preservative, an antiseptic, a fire catalyst, and a fertilizer. Honestly, I can make a reasonably 
convincing case for several interpretations; however, it seems to me that the most likely usage of salt in 
this context is as a seasoning agent.9 Jesus’ mention of the taste of salt supports this interpretation.10 Salt 
imparts flavor and improves the taste of bland food.11 If this is the function of salt Jesus has in mind, then 
how are disciples to be salty? Contextually, being salty is to live out the eight beatitudes previously listed 
in 5:3–12. If we live out these beatitudes we will make Christ attractive. Thus, to be “salty” is to be like 
Christ and live out His life. As we do so, we help those around us develop a taste for Jesus.  
 
A young salesman was disappointed about losing a big sale; and, as he talked with his sales manager, he 
lamented, “I guess it just proves you can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink.” The 
manager replied, “Son, take my advice: Your job is not to make him drink. Your job is to make him 
thirsty.”12 Are you making anyone in your life thirsty to know more about Christ? Is there anyone who is 
curious about your life because you showcase the life of Christ? Your lifestyle should exude such a flavor 
that it creates in others a hunger and thirst for the gospel.13  



Some people put salt on tomatoes and watermelon. Yet, I have never heard such a person say, “Oh, that is 
great salt!” Now I’ve heard plenty of folks say, “That is a great tomato or great watermelon.” Why? 
Because the job of salt is not to make you think how great salt is, but how great the salted food is. We 
need to sprinkle salt all over our society. Tragically, we have been so withdrawn from culture that we 
have turned our society over to the unrighteous to rule. When Christians pulled out of public education, 
politics, and the media, righteous decisions left with them. We have been called to penetrate society. How 
are your neighborhood, your town, and your kids’ schools different because you are around? You and I 
are supposed to be the “spice of life!” We need to live out who we are. Give the world a taste and glimpse 
of who Christ is.  
  
Before I leave this discussion on the purpose of salt, it is worth mentioning that salt is also an antiseptic. 
Perhaps you’ve discovered this function of salt when you’ve waded into the ocean with an open cut. Salt 
is indeed a potent disinfectant. But whenever it is used for this purpose, it can be painful. Over the course 
of my life, I have had severe canker sores. I call this my “thorn in the flesh.” Whenever I have a severe 
batch, I gargle with salt water. As you can imagine, this is rather painful, especially when some of my 
canker sores are the size of a thumbnail! But after the pain subsides, I am always glad I took my salt like a 
man. Likewise, in the spiritual realm we need to remember that people will many times not understand or 
applaud our salty nature. They may plead for us to be more tolerant and understanding, or they may 
accuse us of being judgmental. But we are called to disinfect a dying world, and this means we cannot 
compromise on sin. We must love people enough to be honest with them, even if it hurts them…and us. 
Remember, Jesus calls His disciples “the salt of the earth” and not “the sugar of the earth.” Some 
Christians prefer to sugarcoat the Bible and the claims of Christ.14 This makes life a whole lot easier. No 
one will object if we quote passages like “Do not judge” or “Love your neighbor.”15 Yet, you and I are 
called to be “the salt of the earth.” And sometimes, no matter how gracious and sensitive you attempt to 
be, you will offend. After all, salt has a bite to it. But the tang of salt also brings healing from the 
infection of sin.16  
 
After explaining the value and purpose of salt, Jesus continues in 5:13 with a word of warning: “...but if 
the salt has become tasteless, how can it be made salty again?” Jesus’ words appear to present a 
problem for those who are scientifically astute. The question is frequently posed: How can salt lose its 
saltiness? Salt that loses its saltiness is a contradiction in terms like water that loses its wetness. If it is not 
salty, it is not salt. Strictly speaking, salt cannot lose its saltiness; sodium chloride is a stable compound. 
But the salt in Jesus’ day was seldom pure sodium chloride. The “salt” collected around the Dead Sea 
contained a mixture of other minerals, allowing the pure salt to be potentially washed out, leaving a 
useless residue17 that lacked the salty taste.18 While in the first–century it was possible for salt to lose its 
saltiness, in the spiritual realm this should be considered unthinkable! As God’s people we are the salt of 
the earth. We are not told to become salty; we are challenged to stay salty!19 Interestingly, the literal 
meaning of the word translated “tasteless” (moraino) is “to become foolish.” It is likely that Jesus is using 
a pun to suggest that if His disciples lose their saltiness, they are making fools of themselves.20 Tragically, 
many Christians are like salt–free potato chips—their lives are a walking contradiction. Instead of 
flavoring the culture, they are polluting the culture.  
 
In the final phrase of 5:13, Jesus states that tasteless salt “is no longer good for anything, except to be 
thrown out and trampled under foot by men.”21 In the first–century, when salt became tasteless it was 
thrown on the ground where people wanted a hard path because salt had a hardening effect on the soil. 
People would then walk right on top of the salt and trample it into the ground. This metaphor does not 
mean that tasteless disciples lose their salvation. Instead, they are cast aside in the ministry of Christ. 
Tasteless disciples are not fulfilling the purpose for which Jesus called them.22 Because they are useless, 
they lose their testimony and influence. The consequences of such failure involve the loss of present 
usefulness and future rewards (cf. John 15:1–8).23  



The warning of 5:13 is also relevant to local churches as well. Since Jesus is talking to the disciples as a 
group (“you” plural) and they are later called the “foundation” of the church (Eph 2:20), this is applicable 
to every local church. As a corporate church, if we become tasteless and anemic we will be snuffed out of 
existence. We see testimony of this in church history. The seven churches of Asia Minor in Revelation are 
no more. The churches of Corinth and Ephesus are all but nonexistent. We look in vain for the church of 
North Africa where the great Augustine (354–430) ministered.24 This can happen to our church as well. 
Even if we seem to be flourishing today, we may become tasteless tomorrow. The church of today has a 
tendency to brag about the size of our salt shakers (our church buildings) or the amount of salt we can put 
into our shakers (our worship attendance), rather than truly salting down our communities with the good 
news and good works of Jesus Christ.25 The whole point of salt is to leave the shaker and hit the meat. We 
must impact our world with the life of Christ. Give the world a taste and glimpse of who Christ is. 
 
[As disciples we are called to season the earth. This requires us to recognize our value and fulfill our 
calling. In the next three verses, Jesus says…] 
 
2. Light your world  (5:14–16).26 In this section, Jesus declares that we are called to shine the light of 
Christ. He begins by stating: “You 27 are the light28 of the world.”  People often get very disturbed 
because the world is dark. That’s because the world is not light. What else can a sinful place be but dark? 
The world is lost and without any direction because the world is not light. Jesus is the Light,29 and we are 
to reflect Him.30 As a disciple of Jesus Christ, it is not enough to have private personal holiness; we must 
also have public exposure.31 
 
If we were to go into a building on a pitch–dark night, turn out all the lights, and even cover up all the 
windows, it would be so dark we would have a hard time moving around. There would be chaos as we ran 
into chairs, walls, and each other trying to get out of that building. But if in the middle of all that 
confusion, I stood on a platform, pulled out a huge flashlight, and turned it on, guess what? I now run the 
show. Whoever has the light calls the shots when it’s dark. That dark building describes this dark world 
pretty well. People are crashing into everything, trying to find a way out of the darkness. We Christians 
are the light. The tragedy is that we are not using the flashlight God has given us to give the world some 
light. Turn your flashlight on, Christian, so people in darkness can see. And after you turn it on hold it 
high so everyone can see it. Christianity is not a covert operation. We don’t go slinking around in the dark 
to get our work done. There is no room for “secret–agent” Christians. We are not the spiritual CIA. We’re 
“the light of the world.”32 What we need is a group of people who are unapologetically Christian.33 Don’t 
apologize for being a Christian. No one else is apologizing. Homosexuals aren’t. Racists aren’t. If they 
can go public, so can we.  
 
After making this general assertion, Jesus shares two parables in 5:14–15. First, He says, “A city set on a 
hill cannot be hidden.” In Jesus’ day, cities were often set on a hill for a number of reasons. It was 
cooler on a hill. In that arid, middle–eastern land, the only air conditioning they had was a breeze. Cities 
were also situated on hilltops for protection against attack. A city set on a hill was easier to defend. It is 
much more difficult to storm a walled city running uphill, and defenders have always known that victory 
must be claimed by capturing and holding the high ground. Jesus’ point, however, is not a city’s defense, 
but its visibility because of its elevated position. Most cities in Jesus’ day were constructed largely of 
white limestone and placed on a hilltop to reflect the bright sun rays, allowing visibility from miles away. 
At night the white marble mirrored both the moonlight and burning lamps, acting as a beacon for 
directing travelers toward the city.34 Similarly, as disciples our light ought to make it easier for people to 
find their way to God. We are a city set on a hill that should be elevated and easily visible. We should 
give hope and direction for weary pilgrims in this dangerous and futile world. Give the world a taste and 
glimpse of who Christ is. 
 
 



In His second parable in 5:15, Jesus zooms in from the glow of a city to the glow of a household. He says, 
“Nor does anyone light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to 
all who are in the house.”35 In Jesus’ day, homes were lit by small clay lamps which could be held in the 
palm of the hand. These clay lamps were sometimes covered with a hole in the top in which to pour the 
oil, and a hole at one side for the wick. Since most Jewish homes were modest one–room structures, 
placing a lamp on a lampstand could give light to everyone in the house.36 Jesus contrasts elevating a 
lamp on a lampstand to covering a lamp with a basket. People don’t light a lamp to hide its light under a 
basket, Jesus says. That’s silly! Rather, people light a lamp in order to shed light to everyone in the house. 
It is not that people should not hide their lights in their baskets, but that they do not do this.37 Lamps were 
essential for finding one’s way in enclosed areas during the night and were placed under a basket only to 
extinguish the light.38 Yet, many of us extinguish our lamp when we go to work, school, or into our 
neighborhood or community. We assume we need to blend in rather than bring a little heat. But in these 
two parables, Jesus says heat it up and lift it up. Give the world a taste and glimpse of who Christ is. 
  
Jesus concludes this passage with a powerful statement: “Let your light shine before men in such a way 
that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father39 who is in heaven.” This verse is a 
command, not a suggestion. Jesus says, “Since you are light, SHINE!” We are not here to get used to the 
dark but to shine as lights. The light of Christ is to shine in and through us “before men.” In other words, this 
is a public exhibition of light. It is important to notice that the “light” is not equated with good works. 
Rather, the light illumines the good works in such a way that men notice them and glorify God. What is it 
that lights up our works to the glory of God? I believe it is our verbal testimony to Jesus Christ. Good 
works by themselves are not light;40 they must be illuminated by words that direct attention and tribute to 
the Lord Jesus Christ.41 Sometimes Christians place a false dichotomy between words and deeds. They 
will say, “I testify to my faith in God by the way I live.” Others will say defiantly, “I don’t have to say 
anything.” The idea that we shouldn’t feel compelled to bring up the name of Jesus Christ as the 
explanation for our Christian character is born from either unbelievable arrogance or incredible naïveté. 
Our lives are not an adequate witness apart from our words. If you have your most spiritual day and your 
good works are clearly evident, your coworkers and classmates may just assume that you are a good 
Mormon. But if you name the name of Christ, people will know whose you are and where your works 
stem from.  
 
Jesus expects good works and good words. Both are necessary to glorify God.42 The word “glorify” 
(doxazo) means to show off. That’s right—we’re supposed to show God off. Unfortunately, sometimes it 
is tempting to dazzle others with our good works so that we are glorified, not God. Yet, light functions 
best when it is least visible. If you are blinded by a lamp, you are not able to read. Jesus makes it clear 
that our good works should not direct attention back to us but to the Father in heaven. The purpose of 
shining our light is to point others to the God who is working in us.43 When people see the full moon on a 
clear summer night, they are not going to say, “It’s wonderful that the moon is such a powerhouse of light 
energy for us.” The moon has no light. It merely reflects the light of the sun. That’s how it works with 
Christians, too. The world sees our works, but glorifies not us but the One who is the true source of the 
goodness that we exhibit in our behavior.44 You could say we are like stained-glass windows. We sparkle 
and shine when the sun is out. But in the darkness, beauty is seen only if there is a light within.45 
 
Yet, you may still be thinking, “I’m just not very impressive. I don’t have a lot of gifts or talents. I’m not 
educated. I’m not rich. I’m not outgoing. I’m not even good looking. How can God use me?” Remember 
that Jesus’ disciples were the little people of the world. Jesus Himself was a carpenter/preacher who was 
not much older than thirty. His disciples were the same age. They were not political leaders. They weren’t 
well educated. Some spoke with country accents. They didn’t come from wealthy or aristocratic families. 
They came from what we would call today small business and “blue–collar jobs.”46 So if Jesus could call 
His disciples “the salt of the earth” and “the light of the world,” He can say the same to you today. So 
give the world a taste and glimpse of who Christ is. 



In our master bedroom there is a glider chair. Next to the glider is a standing lamp. I often like to sit in 
this chair and read, before going to bed. Every night, I turn on the lamp so that I can see to read. But for 
the past several days the lamp hasn’t worked because the light bulb has burned out. In my laziness, I keep 
neglecting to go into our garage and grab a new light bulb. Naturally, I instinctually turn on the lamp, but 
to no avail. I have the light bulb; I just need to use it.  
 
Maybe this story describes your spiritual life. You are “the light of the world,” but you’re not lighting up 
your world. Your life doesn’t shed light, it casts shadows. Someone once phrased the issue this way: “If 
you were being tried for being for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?” 
For many of us, this is a very sobering question. This week you may see your next–door neighbor, your 
mail delivery person, your children’s friends and parents and teachers, your coworkers, your server in the 
local restaurant, and on and on. Jesus says, “Shine your light!” Give the world a taste and glimpse of who 
Christ is. Let those around you know that you are a disciple of Jesus Christ. Show Him off to those in 
your life.  
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Scripture References 
Matthew 5:13–16 
Luke 14:25–35  
Mark 9:38–50 
Colossians 4:2–6 
2 Corinthians 3:4–4:7; 6:14  
John 1:1–9; 12:35–36 
Matthew 3:1–15 
 
Study Questions 
1. How do I fulfill my calling as “salt” in my school, workplace, neighborhood, and community (5:13)? What 

tangible examples can I cite? How has my “saltiness” been received? Have I been persecuted because of Christ 
(5:10–12)? Why or why not? How have I been able to ensure that my speech is “always gracious, seasoned with 
salt” (Colossians 4:6)?  

 
2. Am I making people in my life thirsty to know more about Christ? How has God accomplished this in and 

through me? When have I found people to be most receptive to Christ’s words and works? Where is God 
currently using me to bear fruit for Him? How can God use me to further exploit this opportunity?  

 
3. Have I been guilty of expecting the world to be a place of “light” (5:14–15)? How can I change this faulty 

mindset? What is the darkest relational sphere in my life: family, friendships, work, school, or neighborhood? 
How can I bring the brightest light to shine in this darkest area? 

 
4. Do people in my school, workplace, and neighborhood know that I am a disciple of Jesus Christ? In what ways 

have I communicated this to those who know me? How have I failed to let people know where I stand in my 
relationship with Christ? What can I do to be more public about my faith in Christ?  

 
5. Is the focus of my life to bring God glory (5:16)? How have I let my light shine this week to the glory of God? 

Is it possible to simultaneously receive praise and still point people to Christ? How can I make sure that I do not 
share in God’s glory (Isaiah 42:8)?  
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