Season Your World with a Jesus Lifestyle

Matthew 5:13-16

March 6, 2011 - Pastor Mike Clark – Apple Valley, CA
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount gives clear directions for living everyday to the glory of God.  To put it another way, Jesus explains how to live a righteous life.  To me, this one sentence sums up the Sermon on the Mount – Does our life show our Lord?  We do not have the power by ourselves to live like Christ, but Christ gives us His Spirit to live through us.  So, we should observe that power of Christ growing every day in our lives.  Does our life show our Lord?  In our passage today from Matthew 5, Jesus tells us that we should give off the flavor and radiance of His Spirit to those around us.
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.  15Neither 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.  16In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.

We use salt as a flavor in many of our foods and drinks from pickles to potatoes, chips to cakes, meats to margaritas, and many more.  But flavor is not the sole value of salt.  Our bodies require salt as a vital compound for our health.  At this very moment in your body you have around 250 grams of salt (about a cupful) working to keep you alive.  Salt is a compound of sodium and chloride.  The sodium it contains helps maintain the fluid in your blood cells and transmits electrical impulses between your brain and your nerves and muscles.  The chloride is essential to your food digestion.  Symptoms of insufficient salt range from muscular cramps to heat exhaustion.  Severe deprivation of salt puts lives at risk.

Salt also preserves and purifies food.  As the oldest preservative known to humanity, salt plays a vital role in protecting us from food poisoning.  Salt is the key ingredient in preserved foods ranging from beef jerky and salted fish to canned vegetables.  Therefore the value of salt is not to be taken lightly.  Salt is anything but common.  Salt built up and broke down many governments and economic fortunes.  Wars have been fought over salt.  For centuries, those who controlled the salt trade controlled empires.
I lived for many years by one of the greatest salt producing areas of the world.  Salt from San Francisco Bay takes 5 years to be processed through evaporation and purification.  Others mine salt from deposits on the surface or deep in salt caves.  These salts need to be purified.  True salt never loses its value, but sodium chloride can easily wash out from deposits leaving a salty looking waste, good only for road fill.

The sum of all this teaching is clear – salt is extremely valuable.  Without salt, life as we know it would end.  So what does it convey to us that Christ calls His followers the salt of the earth?  That is high praise and encouragement.  However, remember that salt retains its value only as long as it serves its purposes.  When the flavor is gone, that means the pure salt is gone, and the leftover is worthless.  Therefore Jesus is saying that Christians retain their value by keeping their flavor while still living in the world.  And that flavor is of Christ.  Christians are salty only when we have Christ-likeness.  If Christians become assimilated to non-Christian life and contaminated by the impurities of this world, they lose their influence and become useless to the world.  Their influence depends on being distinctive as Christ-like.  The more Christians display Christ-like lives, the more different they are from the world, and the more attractive.  The world sees this distinction and takes note of that difference.  Christ tells us in these verses to be who you are = Christ-flavored!  Be useful and purposeful – not wasteful.  Do you know your purpose - why you were created?  God created us to glorify and enjoy Him forever which is the unique flavor of a follower of Christ.  

To make the point even clearer, Jesus changes the illustration and talks about light.  Jesus said previously that He was the Light of the world.  Now, in this sermon, He calls His followers “light of the world.”  Remember, we are not light in and of ourselves, but we can be light if Jesus’ Spirit lives within us.  So Christ calls His followers to be Christ-lightened!  Many Christ followers feel we are too feeble, meek and mild to achieve anything in this world.  Jesus did not share this skepticism.  He refers to His disciples as the salt of the earth and light of the world; vital to healthy and abundant life for every creature on this earth.  Nothing in the world is more useful than salt and light.

Jesus told His disciples, “You are the salt of the earth.”  He did not say, “You should be, must be or can be the salt.”  In the same way Jesus told them, “You are the light of the world…”, not “You should, must or could be the light.”  “You are…” straightforward fact.  Dr. Dale Bruner, noted theologian and teacher, explains, “Christians are, by the simple fact that they are in contact with Jesus, the salt of the earth.  Simply to hear His Word with faith is to be salted.”  Disciples of Christ today don’t aspire or try to be salt and light; they are salt and light.
The question is what do we do with these flavor and illumination qualities of our lives?  Visible light illuminates, directs and warns of the right and wrong paths.  Hidden light helps no one to see anything.  Light is meant to glow in the dark.  So Jesus commands, “Don’t hide your light.”  How silly is it to light a lamp and hide it under a basket??  Christ intends for our light to shine – not to be hidden or concealed.  We are a city on a hill that shines for many miles around.  We are not to pretend to be other than what we are, a visible community centered on Jesus.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: “Flight into the invisible is a denial of the call (of Christ).  A community of Jesus which seeks to hide itself has ceased to follow Him.”  We are tempted to hide our light or retreat from this broken world.  So followers of Christ have a choice to make, to be who we are or try to hide it – to run away or to stand and shine.  Jesus states our choices, ones we choose to make every day:  Christians can use or lose their flavor.  Christians can shine or hide their light.
How do Christians shine?  By their good works.  Good works covers both what Christians say and do – whatever manifests Christ outwardly as visible or audible.  This includes practical, visible deeds done out of love for others, and specific works of the Church body in proclaiming, teaching and sharing the truth of Christ – a joining of social and Gospel proclamations, not a competition between them.  Let your good deeds shine for Christ – so He gets the glory – so others will seek Him.  People will see your witness of Christ and give glory to Christ.  It is the light they praise, not the lamp that bears it.  There are many, many types of lamps – but only one light.  There are many, many light-bearers - followers of Christ, but only one Lord.  One big reason why we remain on this earth after our conversion is to be light bearers, shining for Christ.
Where do Christians share their flavor? - in the earth.  Where do Christians shine their light? – in the world.  Followers of Christ preserve, purify and flavor the earth unless we choose to lose our flavor.  Christ’s disciples illuminate, direct and warn the world, unless we choose to hide our light.  Be who you are in Christ – flavorful not tasteless, illuminating not hiding!  What good is a lighthouse that won’t shine on the rocks to keep boats away from danger?  What good is a Christian who won’t shine for Christ to light the path for others to discover His truth and eternal life?

The world judges followers of Christ as unloving when we uphold Biblical truths, so they tempt us to no longer teach or follow Jesus.  They tell us we are unloving when we speak out against abortions; that we don’t care about women because we don’t give them a choice.  Is it really so unloving to speak out against a choice to end human life?  Is it really so unloving to speak out against a choice that women regret and feel guilty about for the rest of their lives?  It is actually unloving not to speak out against such a destructive and dehumanizing act such as abortion.  It is loving to show women alternatives that bring life and love in so many homes that would accept these children and love them.  Is it really so unloving to speak out against the destruction of the family?  Is it really so unloving to stand for marriage as one woman and one man committed to each other?  The truth is it is loving to stand for the very place God designed where children receive the best kind of nurturing needed to become a healthy and mature adult.  Study after study shows that by far the great benefits to raise children in homes where a man and women commit to each other in life long marriage.  To love means to stand up for what brings health and meaning to life and stand against that which tears down that health and meaning.  To love means to stand up for how the Lord designed us to live and stand against harmful practices that damage our relationships and lives.
The world demands everyone to be nice and tolerant, which is ironic because it won’t be nice and tolerant to those who follow Jesus.  I strive to be nice and tolerant to every person, but I refuse to be nice and tolerant to harmful behaviors anymore.  If I see someone I love engaged in destructive behavior, I do not love them when I ignore that behavior.  If I see someone I love engaged in destructive behavior, I must seek active and constructive ways to convince them of their need to change that behavior.  If I love them it does not mean I use destructive force upon them.  The end does not justify the means.  I must demonstrate loving behaviors that persuade not force others.  I seek to find Jesus in the midst of every situation so I can shine in and for Him that others can see the error of harmful ways and the joy of His healthy ways.  I seek to live by Jesus’ direction so I can be a flavorful preservative to what is good.  It is time for followers of Jesus to stop being nice and tolerant toward harmful behaviors.
The Church and the society of today are vastly different communities.  We must not blur that distinction as many are trying to do today.  The world is a dark place with little or no light of its own.  The world has a tendency to deteriorate.  The Church is to arrest and hinder the deterioration and to dispel the darkness of the world.  Our greatest light bearing is found in the plural, in the joined community of Christ.  Thus, our greatest distinction is gathering together in Christ and developing a Christian counter-culture.  When the world sees Christians dividing and fighting bitterly, they do not see a counter-culture for Christ.  The world needs us to point to Christ in unity.  We can’t fail the world we are called to serve or the Lord who calls us to serve them.  The Church needs to show them the power of loving truth that forgives, frees and fortifies life.
Yet so many churches today fail to show the light of Christ.  They lost their flavor.  They turned out their light.  These churches have given up on following Jesus.  They follow other teachings than the Truth of the Word of God.  These churches have given up on living for Jesus.  They live for other causes or just for themselves.  These churches have given up on shining for Christ.  They gather in little groups and wait to die together, hoping not to be the last one left to turn out the lights and shut the doors of their church.  These churches have lost their Christ-like flavor.  They have become country clubs, social organizations, local institutions, political action groups, and other gatherings of humans, but they no longer meet distinctively as those who gather in the name of Jesus to love, obey and worship Him.  They no longer meet with Jesus.  Thus, without Jesus, they lose their salt and light.  This is a sad time for America when her churches no longer provide the salt and light needed to remain a strong country under God.
Let us ask what is it that would cause us to lose our flavor or hide or light?  Sin, compromise, laziness and fear contaminate our flavor and conceal our light.  Where and when have you been tempted to conceal your light for Christ?  Do you know instead how to grow in your flavor and light in Christ?
This teaching of Jesus inspires us to become who we are - those who make a difference for Christ in our world.  Every home, school, office or community influenced by our light for Christ leads others to discover Christ.  Some of us may even become so bold that we make a difference on a global scale.  Some among us already have, just as the first Disciples changed their world.  You can too, as you discover who you are in Christ, living with purpose and for God’s greater glory.

Realize this - salt and light exist to give and expend themselves.  Salt gives itself away to flavor, preserve and enrich life.  Light expends itself to shine in the darkness.  So also followers of Christ stay in this world to willingly serve as opposed to seeking personal gain – the opposite of the self-centered religions of the world.  Followers of Christ are called to a dual purpose: to negate the decay of the world and to positively illumine the darkness; to stop the spread of evil and promote the spread of truth, beauty and goodness.

When society goes bad, we Christians tend to throw up our hands in pious horror and reproach the world.  We should reproach ourselves instead.  We are not to live as monks in a monastery or nuns in a convent.  We are to live among those that need our salt and light.  One can hardly blame unsalted meat for going bad, it cannot do anything else.  The real question to ask is; where is the salt?  Even so, one can hardly blame a society for going bad if there are no Christ followers among them.  So we are not to be an isolated community, but a place of salt and light in the midst of the world around us.
We are to courageously speak out against evil, while promoting good.  There is a biting quality to salt and a blinding quality to light for those accustomed to decay and darkness.  Christ followers are not to be the honey pot of the world, but the salt.  We speak out in love for truth, justice, morality, freedom and against discrimination and abuse in our society.  We are not to hide our light or lose our flavor.  As we speak in the truth and love of Jesus, His light shines through us to lead people out of darkness to right paths.  Any condemnation we proclaim against evil needs to be in companion with our proclamation of God’s grace in the forgiveness of Christ.

Does our life show our Lord?  Do we season the earth with the flavor of Jesus and enlighten our world with the brilliance of God?  Will we be who Christ calls us to be as Church of the Valley?  If we are to truly live out our motto of being the “Heart of the Valley” we need to shine for Christ here for all to see.  I am impressed by how much this is already happening.  I look forward to what more will happen as we flavor and light up this placed in Jesus.
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