
Matthew 5:13-20 Be Who God Says You Are! 

 What is your identity?  What defines you as a person?  How do you answer the question, “Who am I?” That’s a big 
question on your mind if you are a teenager right now.  I’m sure of that because that question was on my mind in a big-time 
way when I was a teenager.  But those aren’t questions that go away with your teenage years.  “What defines me?  Who am 
I?”  You know, it’s easy to think that we are defined by the things we do in life.  “I’m defined by the sports that I play, by my 
performance on the field.” “I’m defined by my role in the upcoming musical.”  “I’m defined by the grades that I get.” That 
sort of thinking doesn’t totally go away when you get older.  The terms might just change a little bit, right? “I’m defined by 
the job that I do.  I’m defined by my work ethic.” “I’m defined by how good of a husband or father I am.”   

 And I’m certainly not going to argue that those things are totally unimportant.  Some of those things are very 
important, of course.   But none of those things truly define who we are.  Not according to God.  According to our Lord, we 
are defined not by what we have done or what we have not done.  According to God we are defined by what’s he’s done for 
us.  We’re defined by what he calls us.  And that means that we are defined by God’s love for us, by the value he puts on us.  
So what’s our identity?  How does God define us?  Because of God’s love, we are God’s children, his redeemed people.  
Because God loves us, we are people bought back from sin by the blood of his Son.   God defines us as his chosen people, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to him.  That’s what we heard in 1 Peter 2 this morning. 

 That’s who we are in Christ.  And that changes us.  It transforms us.  What God has done for us to define our 
identity changes how we live, what we do and what we don’t do.  And that is the big point that Jesus is making in this 
portion of his Sermon on the Mount which is before us this morning.  You might summarize the encouragement Jesus is 
giving us today like this: “Be who God says you are!”   

 Listen again to what Jesus says to his disciples, his followers-and that means he’s talking to you and me: “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 underfoot.  14 “You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be 
hidden. 15 Neither 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. 16 In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and 
glorify your Father in heaven.”  Notice the way that Jesus says it, because this is so crucial.  First maybe notice what he 
doesn’t say.  Jesus doesn’t say, “You might be the salt of the earth, if you get your act together.”  He doesn’t say, “You could 
be the light of the world, if you do this, this, and that.” No.  Jesus says those who trust in him for forgiveness and salvation 
are the salt of the earth.  Followers of Christ are the light of the world.  That’s who we are in Christ.  That’s our God-given 
identity.  And since we have this amazing identity in Christ, we have a vital role to fulfill in this world.  Who we are in Christ 
shapes the way we live.  So what does it mean to live as salt and light, since that is what we are in Christ?  Let’s take some 
time to delve into each of those word pictures. 

You know, hearing Jesus refer to us as salt might seem like a strange to our modern ears.  But you need to 
understand the primary way salt was used in the world of Jesus’ day to appreciate what Jesus is saying.  Remember that 
Jesus was originally speaking to an audience that knew nothing of refrigerators, chest freezers, or electricity, for that 
matter.  So if perishable foods were going to be preserved in those days, it was going to be preserved with salt.  Those of 
you who have an affinity for pickles or beef jerky know what this is all about.  Still today we preserve some foods with salt.  
By the way, in my book it’s hard to beat a pickled egg or a delicious appetizer of pickled northern pike which you caught on 
the lake. 

 So this is what Jesus has on his mind when he calls us salt.  As God’s people, our Lord calls us to act as a 
preservative in this world-a moral and spiritual preservative.  This world is filled with the rot of evil and unbelief.  In fact, 
God tells us the only reason he hasn’t come back for Judgment Day to put an end to all the destructive decay of sin is 
because he’s waiting until he gathers all of his elect people to himself.  So in the meantime, as we exist in a world that is 
decaying because of sin, God calls us to live differently.  He calls us, so to speak, to keep the rot of sin and evil from setting 
in.  We are to preserve this world by living according to his good and gracious ways. 

 Think of some specifics of what that looks like.  We live in a world that has perverted God’s gifts of sex. There’s a lot 
of rot and decay out there when it comes to the way the world thinks about and uses sex.   And it’s really easy for us to be 



desensitized to the sexual filth that’s out there and to start to think that the world’s abuse of sex is ok.  But when we wait to 
have sex until God’s defined time for sex-in the safe confines of marriage, when we keep our promise to our spouse to be 
sexually faithful to them, when we avoid pornography and other sexually explicit material-when we live like that, our godly 
attitude and actions are a preserving salt in a world of sexual decay. 

 Here’s another important example.  Have you noticed this?  People aren’t nice to each other.  Like, I mean people 
can be downright nasty to each other, right?  Like celebrities and politicians and people who hold opposing political or 
economic views and people we work with and people we go to school with and people that we live with.  It’s just so 
prominent in our world.  In fact, being nasty to people is kind of glorified in our world.  And we can start to buy into that 
way of thinking: the smaller we can make a person feel, the bigger and more popular and more powerful we become.  
That’s rot.  That’s evil.  That’s why God calls us to be preserving salt.  So when we speak kindly and with respect to others-
even others whose views oppose our own, when we refuse to join in the bad mouthing and the gossiping, when we refuse 
to use our words as weapons but rather use our words to build other people up, that makes a difference.  That’s being 
preserving salt in this world.  That’s what you are in Christ-the salt of the earth. 

 And in Christ, you are the light of the world.  You know, that’s a pretty remarkable thing for Jesus to call us.  
Because that’s exactly how Jesus referred to himself.  He once said, “I am the light of the world.  Whoever follows me will 
never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12)  Jesus has shined the light of his forgiveness and 
salvation into hearts darkened by sin and unbelief.  And that means that we, Christ’s followers, are now the light of the 
world.  More pointedly, we are light reflectors.  God calls us to reflect and display the light of his salvation to the world.  
And one of the most important ways we do that is when we share the message of Christ’s love and forgiveness with the 
people in our lives.  Jesus says, “You are light.  So be light.  And you are salt.  So be salt.”  Be who God says you are! 

 But there’s the rub.  We hear Jesus say this morning that we are preserving salt and life-giving light in the world.  
But when I look at my life-and I know this is true when you look at your life too- I see all sorts of examples of how I live 
contrary to what God says I am.  I see sexual sins.  I see unkind words spoken.  And my thoughts-I would be so embarrassed 
to have to share with you some of the thoughts that I have entertained in my mind and heart.  I know you’re with me on 
this.  And that makes it really terrifying to hear what Jesus says at the very end of this Gospel lesson.  He said, “For I tell you 
that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter 
the kingdom of heaven.”  Now, I know that many of you who are long time Bible students know that the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law of Jesus’ day had some big spiritual problems.  They were hypocritical and thought they were saved by 
their good works.  Many of them became the enemies of Jesus.  But realize how people viewed the Pharisees and law 
teachers in Jesus’ day, and you get to Jesus’ point.  The Pharisees and law teachers were viewed as the good guys in Jesus’ 
day.  They were extremely outwardly pious.  They were the kind of people who might win the community service award, 
the kind of people you’d want to be neighbors with since they were so nice.  People viewed them as the most righteous 
people.  And Jesus comes along and says that if your righteousness doesn’t surpass their righteousness, you have no part in 
the kingdom of heaven.  That’s just another way of Jesus reminding us that God’s standard for us is perfection.  And none of 
us lives us to that standard.  We are salt that loses its saltiness and we’re lights that don’t always shine.  We don’t live up to 
God’s callings for us, and for that we don’t deserve to be a part of God’s kingdom. 

 But that’s precisely why Jesus came into our world.  He came to rescue us from the darkness and the decay of sin.  
That’s why he died for our sins.  He came to be our righteous Substitute to save us.  That’s what Jesus was talking about 
when he said this: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them 
but to fulfill them.”  Some people must have been under the false understanding that Jesus intended to ignore and 
eliminate all the God had commanded in his laws, as if God’s law no longer mattered.  Nothing was further from the truth.  
Jesus didn’t come to ignore and do away with God’s laws and commands.  He came to fulfill them.  He came to live his life 
under those laws and commands.  And that’s exactly what Jesus did.  All the time.  Perfectly.  And he’s credited his perfect 
fulfillment of God’s law to you.  So that now that’s how you appear to God.  Perfect.  That’s what God calls you.  That’s how 
God defines you.  Perfect.  Holy.  Redeemed.  Children of God.  Salt and Light.  What a gift of undeserved grace to have such 
an identity.  So embrace your identity.  In a world of rot and darkness, be salt and light.  Be who God says you are.  Amen. 


