
 
 

 

 

    Sunday 5th February, 2023 
 

“Salt, light, law, and lore…” 
 

 
 
Today we follow where the lectionary has lead us these last few weeks, and reading from the 
collection of Jesus’ teachings known as the Sermon on the Mount.  
 
Jesus uses powerful images of salt and light as he describes what it means to live according to the 
ways of GOD’s realm. The same images of salt and light are used in the Hebrew Scriptures to 
describe covenant and law. David and his descendants are called a lamp before GOD. Jesus 
continues and expands the message found in the scriptures. 
 
Jesus tells his followers that at this very moment they are salt – cleansing, preserving, adding 
flavour. At this moment they are light – revealing what is hidden, allowing all to see. GOD’s reign 
is not only future promise, it is also present reality.  We participate in that reign as we live in 
GOD’s ways.  
 
Our light should shine before others; not so that they can applaud our piety, but so that our works 
can help each other, and those around us, attend to the life of GOD- the light to “all in the house.” 
The word translated here as “house” is the word for “the established world” – it is a big house! 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The salt and light images are fairly straightforward ones for discipleship, and helpful to explore and 
practice.  But then we have what seems to be an abrupt shift in Jesus’ thinking, as Matthew’s gospel 
tells it.   
 
“Don’t think that I’ve come to abolish the Law…”  Where does this fit with what’s gone before?  Does 
it fit?  I believe so.     
 
For Jesus (and later, for Matthew) this was about how one was to be salt and light as faithful Jews.  
It involved faithfulness to the Law.  Firstly though, it meant remembering what ‘the Law’ was  
 
For Jews in Jesus’ day, ‘the Law’, or Torah, was understood as the whole content of GOD’s 
revelation to the people. It was contained in the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Hebrew 
Scriptures. Torah included law codes such as the Ten Commandments and many other regulations 
that governed community life.  But crucially, it was much more than that: it was the story of the 
people as a people of GOD.   The ‘lore’ law, if you like. 

Matthew 5:13-20     Jesus' "Sermon on the mount" continues… 

 

13 You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be 
restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot.  
14 You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hidden. 15No one after 
lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to 
all in the house. 16In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see 
your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.  
 

17 ‘Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to 
abolish but to fulfil. 18For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, 
not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. 19Therefore, 
whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the 
same, will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches 
them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20For I tell you, unless your 
righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom 
of heaven 
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The law, as in ‘the rules’, never stood in isolation from the story.  (This is why the Ten 
Commandments - as just one example - don’t begin with the first commandment, but with the words 
“I AM the Lord your GOD, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery…”).  
The prophets were convinced that GOD’s action was the context for ‘the rules’, and that the rules 
were about living in proper relationship with GOD, with others, and with creation.  So was Jesus. 
 
Jesus is accused by the scribes and Pharisees of not keeping GOD’s law, but he is faithful to the 
law’s intent.  He comes not to abolish the law, but to fulfill it. His call to followers is to live righteous 
lives, showing justice and mercy to all.  Jesus calls followers to go to the heart of GOD’s law, 
fulfilling the spirit of it.  
 
(I’m reminded here of Marcus Borg and Dominic Crossan’s suggestion/question that we understand 
the call to “be holy as GOD is holy” as “be compassionate as GOD is compassion”. 
 
Those who break GOD’s law and teach others to do so are least in GOD’s realm, according to 
Jesus in Matthew’s gospel.  They/we are not banished from GOD’s reign, but need to change and 
be restored to a right relationship. The concern of the scribes and Pharisees was obedience to 
GOD’s law as they understood it.  We might suggest they were missing the point, but I think we 
need to acknowledge their sincerity.  Jesus’ followers, says Matthew, must be just as whole-hearted 
in following the intent and spirit of the law.  
 
Jesus calls us to lives of “righteousness,” the ethical actions expected of those who believe in and 
follow Jesus the Christ.  
 
For him, to be salt here, to be light, is about honouring the regulation of the Law by attending to its 
spirit. 
 
Elsewhere in Matthew and the other gospels we read things like “You have heard it said… but I say 
to you….” 
 
In each case, Jesus pushes his listeners to go beyond simply knowing the rule, to consider the 
humanity behind it; to hear the sacred intent.  This is particularly true when people are manipulating 
or abusing the rule/law to gain power and advantage over others. 
 
With each of the “but I say to you…” statements, he seems to say something like this: “If you 
understand the law to mean that you can treat someone disrespectfully, or dismissively, then you 
have misunderstood the Law”.  It’s not that the Law needs changing, but the way people understand 
and live within it as faithful Jews.   
 
Clearly we, as non-Jewish people have a different relationship to ‘the Law’.  But, since it’s part of 
our spiritual inheritance and story, we too need to attend to its spirit. 
 
Where are the challenges in responding to the Sermon on the Mount, and to the Law/story which 
lies beneath it?   
If we are to go beyond a passive hearing which simply says that GOD will do it all, this is an 
important question. 
 
How might we be the means through which peacemakers find peace…  Mourners are comforted…  
merciful people receive mercy…  “the meek” inherit the earth… (?) 
Where does the world need salt and light now?  
How might we be that salt and light?  How are we, already? 
 
Let’s allow these images to encourage us to work where we can and as we can, that in us the world 
may see a glimpse of GOD! 

 

 
 


