
 

Christian Counter-Culture 
Matthew 5:13-16 

 
Moses gathered the children of Israel to him in the land of Moab and renewed their covenant with YHWH 
God (Deut 29:1). The entire book of Deuteronomy is a second reading of the Law because the generation 
that experienced liberation from Egypt died in the wilderness after their failure to honor God by obeying 
His commandments. It was now the next generation’s turn to hear the words of YHWH God from His 
appointed messenger and commit themselves to follow Him and His instructions. 
 
Some people believe the Law of Moses was a standard that was set too high for the children of Israel. This 
idea is something Christian preachers preach, in light of the fact that Moses claimed the exact opposite. 
Moses summed up his reading of the Law with this conclusion: “This command that I give you today is 
certainly not too difficult or beyond your reach. It is not in heaven so that you have to ask, ‘Who will go up 
to heaven, get it for us, and proclaim it to us so that we may follow it?’  And it is not across the sea so that 
you have to ask, ‘Who will cross the sea, get it for us, and proclaim it to us so that we may follow it?’ But 
the message is very near you, in your mouth and in your heart, so that you may follow it” (Deut 30:11-
14). 
 
Moses was not saying that they would never sin. He wasn’t claiming they were capable of following all the 
laws all the time. The Law was a gift to them with God’s expectation for them to follow. Within the Law 
was an entire system capable of dealing with their sins and failures. Sacrifices for people’s sin was part of 
the legal code God established. The Law was not set before the people by God to merely “show how bad 
people really are,” but to guide people to be holy as God is holy (Lev 19:2).  
 
Jesus gathered a crowd around Him on the hills of northern Galilee and then began to teach His disciples 
about what it meant to follow Him. Commentators believe Matthew’s gospel is constructed for a Jewish 
audience. They see Jesus, as He preached His Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5-7), acting as a greater 
Moses. He is standing on a mountain teaching His people what it looks like to follow Him. In Exodus and 
Deuteronomy, the children of Israel learn how YHWH God expects them to act and behave as His chosen 
and covenant people from His messenger – Moses. In the Sermon on the Mount, we see what life and 
community should resemble when they come under the sovereign rule of God through the teachings of 
His Messiah – Jesus. 
 
Who is the audience of Jesus’s sermon? It is His disciples. Matthew records that as Jesus noticed the 
crowds gathering around Him, He began to teach His disciples. This message was not intended for 
everyone. Although the words in it are interesting and beneficial for anyone to follow, the descriptions 
and expectations are aimed directly at His followers. His disciples are there to learn from Him, submit to 
His teaching and model His behavior.  
 



It begins with a series of blessings that describe the character traits that are rewarded by God. They are 
presented as statements of blessing on whomever they describe. Those who are poor in spirit, those who 
mourn, the humble, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the merciful, the pure in heart, the 
peacemakers, and those who are persecuted because of righteousness are blessed by God – whomever 
they are. The crowds, but especially the disciples, are learning from Jesus the kind of person YHWH God 
honors and rewards. 
 
But then Jesus moves from describing the character traits of people in general to the specific character 
traits of His disciples. He pronounces before everyone that His disciples are the salt of the earth and the 
light of the world. There are a number of different ways interpreters explain what it means to be salt 
(preservative/prevent corruption, fertilize, adding flavor, purify, associated with wisdom, used in the 
sacrificial system, or even judgment). Suffice it to say that even though we cannot know exactly which 
one or ones Jesus was referencing, used in connection with the metaphor of light, they both share the 
idea that the world is influenced by His followers.  
 
The rest of the sermon is a description of how followers act and respond in normal life situations. They 
are not content with avoiding sins like murder or adultery and are committed to guarding their hearts 
against the temptations of anger and lust. They are women and men who keep their word, tell the truth, 
go the extra mile when wronged, and love their enemies.  
 
Disciples of Jesus will influence the world by giving, praying, and fasting without the need to be noticed by 
everyone around them. They pray asking for God’s Kingdom to come and His will to be done on earth as it 
is in heaven. They ask God to provide for their daily needs and to forgive others in the same manner that 
God has forgiven them. They do not spend their time and energy being consumed by gaining worldly 
wealth, but give generously for kingdom purposes. They are not anxious about their life because they 
believe God loves them and will care for them by giving them everything they need. 
 
They don’t judge others by a standard they are unwilling to submit to themselves. In other words, they 
aren’t hypocrites. They ask, seek, and knock, believing God will hear and respond to them because He is 
good, kind, and generous. They walk the narrow road, not the wide path. They build their lives on Jesus’s 
teaching and not the world’s wisdom. All their good deeds are a sign to the world that they are followers 
of Jesus to the praise and glory of God. 
 
Too much for you to measure up to? Do you read the Sermon on the Mount as a list of standards and 
expectations beyond most people and especially you? It makes no sense for YHWH God to give Israel a 
Law they didn’t have the ability to follow. It makes even less sense for Jesus to give a list of 
teachings/expectations that His followers could never complete. Jesus knows we will not follow him 
perfectly. He knows that we will stumble and fall. He knows we will sometimes be angry, lustful, self-
serving and proud. How do we know that? Because we know that He knows us. He knows us better than 
we know ourselves.  
 
Most importantly, He knows when we give ourselves to Him and follow His instruction. It isn’t about 
doing it perfectly; it is about doing it faithfully. It isn’t so much about us attaining spiritual perfection as it 
is surrendering daily to His teaching and trusting that His perfection is more than enough to inspire, 
sustain, and save us. 

 

Discussion 
 
1. Were you surprised by Moses’s words in Deut 30:11? Have you heard preachers teach that people are 

incapable of following the Law of Moses? Do you see how the Law has God’s kindness and grace built 
into it? 
 



2. Read Matthew 5:17-20. Why is this so important for understating the purpose of the message? 
 

3. What parts of the Sermon on the Mount are the hardest to follow? Why is it important to avoid the 
temptation to believe Jesus expects us to follow it perfectly? 

 
4. Do you believe that you are the salt of the earth and the light of the world? Why or why not? 

 
5. How has this particular lesson encouraged, strengthened, confronted, or challenged you? 

 

Our Corporate Prayer 
 
YHWH God, you have made yourself known to us best by sending your son. He has revealed your way to us 
by teaching us how to live in a way that pleases you and influences our world. Thank you for making this 
truth available to us. Teach us to trust in Jesus’s teaching and reject the foolishness of the world. Lead us 
in your truth to pray, give, and fast seeking you and your reward. Give us the power to repent when we fail 
and to turn again to you when we put our interests before yours. Keep our feet on the narrow path and 
our hands building on the solid rock of Jesus’s teaching. In Jesus’s name, Amen. 
 


