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You are the salt of the earth… You are the light of the world. !
You are the salt of the earth. How many times have you heard that? When I was getting ready to go to 
my first parish a senior minister talked to me about the people there and his first description of them 
was salt of the earth. In some ways it is easy to understand what Tom was saying. They were good, 
honest folk, what you saw was what you got. But the longer I think about this image the deeper I find it 
challenging me. !
Salt is part of the life giving substance of this earth. Even in countries such as ours, salt plays an 
important role in sustaining life, even our life. Without this simple chemical we would find it 
exceedingly difficult to keep our sodium balance even in our bodies. We need it for life itself. So 
important was it that sharing salt in the Bible is made into a covenant, between God and Aaron, and 
between God and David. !
There are four qualities that are associated with it in the biblical use of it. First of all it is powerful. A 
little goes a long way. I know all sorts of recipes that require a pinch of salt, but if you have big fingers 
like mine, sometimes that shortbread needs half a pinch rather than the whole. When Jesus talks to the 
disciples after challenging them with the Beatitudes, he is not talking to them individually, but as a 
group. You are salt – you are powerful – a little of you goes a long way. What might that mean. I think 
at the very least it means that as a community, as a group, even though there were only a few of them, 
their influence, if they lived as the Beatitudes suggested, would be far greater than they could imagine. 
So too with us today. When all sorts of values are being spread about as being okay, the influence of the 
values of humbleness, meekness, seeking righteousness and justice have far more effect than we give 
credit for. !
The second thing salt does is to give savour to food. How often do you find that when some people get 
serious about low sodium diets they cut salt out of so much of their food that it tastes bland. There is 
actually a good scientific principle in putting a little salt in cooking water for veges. The insides of plant 
cells aren’t made up of water as many people believe, they are made up of a kind of salt solution and if 
there isn’t enough salt in the cooking liquid the cells rupture and spill all the goodness out into the 
cooking water. You are the salt of the earth. You are there to give flavour to people’s lives. Think of the 
caricatures that people make of Christians who sit in their pews with a frown on their dial and never 
ever approve of having fun. If we are to be salt in people’s lives then as followers of Jesus we should be 
bringing them the taste of love in their lives, God’s love, our love. !
The third quality is that of preserving food. Without this quality much food in the tropical areas of the 
world would go off. Rub salt into meat and it keeps so much longer. What it does is preserve the 
essence of the food, the core goodness. So we also are here to help preserve those core values of life in 
God’s kingdom, love, peace and justice, compassion and mercy. What might that mean? I guess we are 
there to see those qualities in people where no one else is prepared to do that. It is to recognise that 
each one of us has at our core our Creator’s touch on us.  !
The last main image of salt in the Bible is that of purifying. Salt water can be used to bathe wounds, to 
wash clean and make antiseptic so that the healing process can begin. So we are to be salt to a wounded 
and hurting world, bringing healing to those who have been harmed. So often that healing image is 
seen in purely physical terms, but stop and think how easy it is to hurt someone emotionally, 
psychologically. Those wounds are just as damaging to a person, maybe even more so. You know, sticks 



and stones can break my bones – well salt water can clean up the mess – and names will never hurt me. 
What kind of salt is needed to heal those wounds? The word of love, where hate has been called out; the 
word of God’s valuing when self worth has been destroyed.  !
We are the salt of the earth. With it goes a warning. If salt loses its taste it is worthless. There were two 
ways salt lost its flavour. One was with natural blocks exposed to water. The salt would leach away 
leaving the other chemicals in a block that looked like salt, but tasted like nothing. In other words, you 
had to look after the salt you had and not leave it open to the elements. the other way was unscrupulous 
merchants who would mix other chemicals with ground salt to make it go a little further, get a bigger 
profit. Too much and it was useless. So it is with us. If we add stuff to our lives that is not genuine 
gospel, we too will be useless and no good for others. !
You are the light of the world. The second in the pair of images has a richness that many almost take for 
granted. There are all the allusions to Israel and Jerusalem in Jesus’ use of the image, but Matthew has 
turned them around and applied them to us as a community of followers of Jesus. A city on a hill 
cannot be hidden. Certainly flying over the United States at nighttime made that clear. A small glow in 
the distance or an even bigger one where the cities are show that to be true. It seemed at times that 
there were lights everywhere. Our faith community is like a city on a hill. Whether we know it or not 
there are people who see the sort of light that we throw out.  !
In that set of images there is also the understanding that light attracts. Jerusalem was there as a light to 
all nations bringing them to the mountain of the Lord. That is part and parcel of our life in this 
community. As Scots, what are we doing with our light? Jesus goes on. A light hidden under a bucket it 
no use to anyone. The light is put on a lampstand so that everyone may see. What is it that they are to 
see. Well in the same way we are told to let our light shine so that they may see our good works and 
give glory to God. I don’t want to get into a debate over whether we are talking about a gospel of works 
or a gospel of grace here. Rather it seems that Jesus is implying that the light that is within us is not 
ours but God’s, and the only way we can show it is God’s is by doing “good works”. !
What about those good works? Micah last week, and Isaiah this week spell them out only too clearly – 
Loose the bonds of injustice, let the oppressed go free, share your bread with the hungry, bring the 
homeless into your home, clothe the naked. When we do that our light shall break forth like the dawn, 
and our healing shall spring up. Just a comment on that last phrase: “Our healing shall spring up” It is 
not about us being healed. It is our healing to and for others that shall spring up. Later in the poem 
Isaiah goes on to say that if we do this we will be like a watered garden – a place of refreshment, and 
like a spring whose waters will never dry up. In all those actions in biblical language the idea is not one 
of retribution and punishment as making justice happen, it is about restoring people to right 
relationships one with another. How can those with no food be in any relationship until others share of 
God’s goodness in practical ways? How can we say the homeless choose to live like that without us 
being in some kind of relationship that understands their situation. Perhaps that is why Habitat for 
Humanity is one of the most successful charities drawing Christians and non-Christians alike together 
to provide shelter for families? !
You are the light of the world. We draw people to the light of the love of God that shines out from our 
community. We may have a funny little set of buildings, but that is not what counts. It is whether 
people can see God’s love shining out of our deeds and our relationships with each other.  !
A little light shines a long way. A little salt makes a huge difference. A little community of faithful 
followers of Jesus may well do the same if we remember whose we are, whose light is shining in us and 
whose healing, purifying salt we are to be. !
The Word of Jesus is among us. 
Hear this word.


