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Introduction: 

Is this a compilation of various lessons, a prologue into the lessons Jesus would teach, or is this a synopsis 
of various lessons He taught while on the mount? I believe that each section is a synopsis of the lessons as 
Jesus progressed through various topics. Regardless of what it was like on that mount, we have a recording 
that was inspired by the Holy Spirit and recorded by Matthew. 

The transition from verse 12 to verse 13 is translated, then placed into sentences, and versified for us. 
However, that is not how it was written. Therefore, we must conclude that, even if a topic seems to be 
disconnected, they do flow into one another, even though it’s not very apparent. 

From verses 12-13, Jesus is comforting those who have been, or more likely those who would be, 
persecuted for following Him, proclaiming righteousness, just like the prophets of the Hebrew Scripture. 
Now salt and light are the topics, why? Salt and light are used as metaphors that bring truth to those who do 
not have it. In Israel, when God sent prophets with truth, those who do not have the truth would hate them 
and would persecute them. 

Jesus is not only comparing the disciples to the prophets in the way they are persecuted, but they were also salt 
and light just as the prophets had been.  

   

Read: 

Matthew 5:13-16 

Analysis: 

The section begins with an emphatic, “You, you are.”  

Salt back then is the same as what we know today. It enhances flavor, preserves meat, and purifies. The salt 
is used in a positive way here and not in a negative sense (pillar of salt, thrown into the salt sea). He tells the 
disciples that they are the salt of the earth. They were there to enhance those around them. 

But if the salt becomes tasteless, what good is it; it is thrown away. 

The word translated as tasteless is “μωραίνω mōrainō.”  

There is a word for taste, “γεύομαι geuomai.” It is used 15 times in the New Testament (Matthew 27:34). 

The word used in Matthew 5:13 is a cognate of “mōros.” It means foolish or ignorant (Matthew 5:22, 7:26). 
How does salt become foolish? It loses its flavor. Therefore, it is interpreted as tasteless. But salt is used 
here as a metaphor, and we need to understand the metaphor to understand this “foolish salt.” 

Salt that does not have flavor is as foolish as a lamp under a basket. Both situations are unthinkable. Salt 
does not lose its saltiness. Nobody lights a lamp in a dark room and does not use its light. 

The statement challenges His disciples to function in accordance with their God-given task. 

***Warning*** Do not take a metaphor and stretch it out. It’s used to make a point, and that is where the 
metaphor ends.  
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Many articles have been written on salt losing its flavor. The primary way they say it happens is by 
chemical manipulation.  

They’ll say that if one takes apart the NaCl, it becomes sodium and chloride and is deadly if consumed. 
If we, as salt, lose our saltiness and become sodium and chloride, then what was intended for help 
becomes deadly.  

That preaches well but is not the point being made. How do we know that this was not the intent of 
Jesus’ teaching? Because the solution is not that they maintain purity but that they function in their God-
given mission. Also, the word are is important. The Present Active verb “eimi” indicates status, not 
activity. They are salt; they are light. Regardless of their activity, they do not cease to be salt and light, 
but their salt and light become ineffective if they act foolishly. 

Again, He is challenging His disciples to function in accordance with their God-given task. 

The result of foolish salt is a statement of worthlessness, not an eternal trampling.  

How does someone use their saltiness and light? The answer is in verse 16 – “they may see your good works 
and glorify your Father who is in heaven.” Based upon this passage, His disciples are salt and light, they let 
their salt and light be functional when they do good works. 

What are good works? Based upon the Book of Matthew: 

1. Follow the Law appropriately 
a. Love your brother 
b. Give good offerings without a pretense 
c. Reconcile and forgiveness with your brother  
d. Do not indulge in overt or mental sin 
e. Demonstrate justice, mercy, and love 
f. Etc.  

2. Preach the gospel of the kingdom 

Light is a well-known metaphor – The word light has some very interesting cognates. 

Matthew 10:27 – Openness 

Luke 11:34-35 – Truth 

John 1:4-9 – Jesus is the light; life is light; Jesus gives life which is light and enlightenment in men 

Romans 13:12 – Lifestyle done in light of the Word of God is an armor of light 

2 Corinthians 4:4 – The Gospel is light 

The light metaphor is simpler than the salt one. Light is used to light up the darkness and Jesus tells them to 
put their light on a lampstand so that they as light can be seen to the greatest extent possible.  

Notice that the function of salt and light is not for individual glory (splendid light) but so that they 
would glorify God who is in heaven. James 1:17 – The Father of lights, they were small representations 
of the light of God. 
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Hebrew Mindset: 

Salt – Salt has many applications in the Hebrew Scriptures.  

Covenant of salt - Leviticus 2:11-13; Numbers 18:19; 2 Chronicles 13:5 – Salt is a known preservative. 
The covenant of salt may have been an indication of the permanence of these particular covenants and 
sacrifices. 

Elisha and the bitter waters – 2 Kings 2:19-22 – Did the salt have anything to do with purifying the 
water? No, but the use of it is striking. Salt, again, was a known purifier and preservative. The fact that 
the spring is perpetually purified gives an indication not only of the supernatural influence but also the 
permanence of the miracle.  

It is hard to say if Jesus using salt in this metaphor had this impact upon the minds of the Jewish 
disciples, but salt is a very powerful visual component to their mission. 

Light – Light was defiantly more widely used both in the Hebrew Scriptures and in the time of Jesus. The 
Hebrew word “’ôr” and its cognates are used 130 times in the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels through Acts; 
the word “φῶς phōs” and its cognates are used 47 times. 

Genesis 1 – God creates light, the physical creation of a spiritual reality 

Isaiah uses light 28 times (2:5, 5:20, 42:6, 16, 49:6, 51:4, 60:1-3)  

Psalms also has many references to light (27:1, 89:16, 97:11) 

For an Israeli, being light was more than a euphemism of a good thing or a truth announced, it is/was 
their identity, the light unto the nations and a light of God for all peoples. Jesus is not just telling them of 
their own personal function in Israel, but those in Israel who respond to the truth were to be a great light 
to all nations. This is repeated in the Greek Scriptures as well (Matthew 4:15-16; Luke 2:28-32; John 
12:36; Acts 13:44-47, 26:22-23; Romans 2:17-19; 1 Peter 2:9-12). 

As we can see, this is not a new spiritual reality for each Jew but a call to the nation of Israel to fulfill its 
purpose; God called them to be a people of light. 

Timeless Truth: Are we salt and light?  

As believers in the new administration of the church, we take on the responsibility of being light-bearers to 
the world, the pillar of truth and the Gospel (Ephesians 3:8-11). Believers and the Gospel are called light in 
various passages (2 Timothy 1:10; 2 Corinthians 4:1-6, 6:14; Ephesians 5:6-9; Philippians 2:15; Colossians 
1:12; 1 Thessalonians 5:5).  

Although we are not called the salt of the earth, in our interactions with others, our words need to be 
seasoned with salt (Colossians 4:6). Grace is the proper seasoning when we give truth. We are not only to 
speak the grace of God but also demonstrate grace. 

Although the impact of being salt and light may not be the same as it would have been to Jesus’ disciples, 
the concept can and is borrowed. Share what you’ve been given with all around you. The light is in the 
proclamation of the Gospel and the activity of good works (NOT the Law, but the works He prepared). 


