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GROUP STUDY GUIDE 

INTRODUCTION 

What is the best compliment you’ve ever received? What about that particular 
compliment affected you? 

When you were complimented as a child, did the person giving the compliment give 
credit to your parents (i.e. your parents taught you right, you behaved really well, you 
have a smile like your dad’s)? 

Growing up, compliments on our good behavior, fun personality, or pleasant looks were not only 
compliments on our behalf, but also on the behalf of our parents. In a sense, a child is an 

“ambassador” to his/her home, as the child represents the teachings of his/her parents while they are 
away. Similarly, as children of God we represent our good Father. In Matthew 5, Jesus compares 

believers to salt and light, metaphors that point nonbelievers to the Source of the believer’s good 

works and impact upon the world. Recognizing who the Father is and how irresistible His offer of 

salvation is are the first few steps toward a nonbeliever’s salvation. 

UNDERSTANDING 
 

READ MATTHEW 5:13-16. 

To what two things does Jesus compare believers in this passage? 

Why do you think Jesus picked these two metaphors? Which one sticks out to you 
the most? Why? 

Salt has many uses. Today we most often use salt to preserve food or add flavor to a dish. Yet in the 
Old Testament, salt was used as a purifying agent (see Ex. 30:35; Lv. 2:13; 2 Ki. 2:21). As the salt of 

the earth, Jesus’ disciples are to purify a corrupt world through their example of righteous living and 
their proclamation of the gospel.  

What are some ways Christians “purify” culture?  

Why is it important to distinguish the One who does the purifying—from the vessel 
who introduces nonbelievers to purification? How can we prevent pride by reminding 
ourselves that we don’t do the purifying, but God does? 

Take a look at Matthew 28:16-20. What does the believer’s role as “salt,” or a purifier, 

have to do with the Great Commission. 

To what was Jesus referring when He talked about salt losing its taste? 

Contaminated salt does not promote purity. The verb translated “lose its taste” indicates foolish and 

immoral behavior. It refers to a professing disciple whose unrighteous lifestyle promotes destruction 
rather than purification. Such salt is only good for spreading over ground where you want to kill 
vegetation. Such is the fatal effect of an unrighteous disciple’s lifestyle. Nothing grows where they go. 
The verb ‘thrown out’ describes the disposal of something worthless, and the verb trampled alludes to 
the treatment an immoral disciple receives from the world. 

What are some ways a disciple of Jesus gets “contaminated,” losing saltiness? 



Read John 13:10. What did Jesus mean when He said, “‘One who has bathed . . . 
doesn’t need to wash anything except his feet, but he is completely clean’”? What is 
the relation to the loss of a believer’s saltiness in Matthew 5:13 to the believer’s need 
to wash his/her feet? 

True disciples of Jesus who have repented and trusted in Jesus’ death and resurrection for their sin 

do not need “rewashed”—that was done once and for all through Jesus. However, the life of following 
Jesus is continual confessing and repenting of sin. 

Now look at Matthew 5:14-16. According to this passage, what is the significance of 
light? 

Jesus developed His comparison by mentioning two situations where nighttime light was especially 

welcome in the first century. First, imagine traveling on a cloudy night, longing to reach a city situated 
on a hill. Such a city cannot be hidden. Although the city’s lights might be few, at some point you 

would come around a bend or over a ridge and there the city would be. You’d be almost to your 
destination. Second, suppose you were at home at night and had only one olive-oil lamp. You would 

put it on a lampstand so it would benefit all who are in the house. You would not put such a light 
under a basket. Light exists mainly so other things can be seen. Thus the good works of believers 

shine before men so other persons receive a blessing. 

Who else is compared to light in the Scriptures? Why might this be important to 

realize? 

“You are the light of the world” is an allusion to Isaiah 9:1-2; 42:6; 49:6—texts that describe the 

ministry of the Messiah, Servant of the Lord. This indicates that Jesus’ disciples are to be extensions 

of His ministry, carrying salvation to the ends of the earth. Such ministry is intrinsic to true 
discipleship. A disciple should no more conceal his righteousness or the gospel message than a 

glowing city should douse its light at night. The reference to giving light for all combines with the 
reference to the world to show that Christ’s ministry is intended for all people. This anticipates the 

Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20. 

If Jesus is the Light of the world, what does that imply about the world? What does it 

imply about you? 

In what situations do people tend to hide their light “under a basket”? 

Look at the end of verse 16. How is God the author of our good works if we are the 
ones doing them? Explain. 

What is the end result of our good works? How does this result relate to the Great 

Commission? 

Jesus’ words make clear that the disciple is not the ultimate author of his/her good works. If the 
disciple is the author of his/her good works, he/she would justly receive praise. However, Jesus 

taught that only the Father in heaven is to be praised for a disciple’s good works, for He is the true 
source of such works. This must not be overlooked. The righteousness demanded by the Sermon on 
the Mount is a divine gift that God gives to Jesus’ followers. 

 

APPLICATION 

Why must God’s people be distinctly different from people who don’t know Him? 



As a believer, you are a witness to who God is. What role do your imperfections and 
ungodly attitudes play in helping others see God? 

In addition to salvation, what other positive effects does God’s kingdom have on the 

world? 

PRAYER 
Reflect and pray for strength from Christ to be the salt and light of the world so our lives honestly 

display God’s love and mercy to the world. 

COMMENTARY 
MATTHEW 5:13-16 

Jesus explained in two word pictures the impact that a truly righteous person will have on his or her 

world. The entire sermon, including the Beatitudes before and the many teachings after, shows us 
how to live as “salt and light” in the world as representatives of another kingdom. These word pictures 

also serve Matthew’s purpose—to encourage believers to change their world (Matt. 28:18-20). 

There are many lists of the uses of salt (v. 13), most of them inspired by Jesus’ statement here. 
However, among the many possible connotations, Jesus probably had two most centrally in His mind. 
First, salt preserves from corruption. In the centuries before modern refrigeration, salt was the method 

of choice for preventing bacteria from poisoning food. Just as salt prevents or kills bacteria in food, 
the kingdom servant prevents or confronts corruption in the world. Notice that it is the earth that 

needs the salt, not the kingdom of heaven. If the kingdom servant did not have a function to perform 
on earth according to God’s plan, he might as well go straight to heaven upon conversion. 

The second function of salt is to add flavor or interest (Col. 4:5-6). Jesus highlighted this purpose 

when He spoke of the danger of salt losing its saltiness. Part of the church’s task on earth is to live 
according to its new nature—alive, purposeful, hopeful, joyful. Christians should be living in such a 

way that others will pause and consider what is different about them (1 Pet. 3:15). Believers are 
different and should appear so, because the Father is different (holy; 1 Pet. 1:15-16). The kingdom 

servant who does not live according to his nature as salt is useless to the king’s advancement of the 
kingdom on earth. 

The picture of light (vv. 14-16) is similar to salt, in that both describe the influence the believer is to 

have in the world. However, it reveals a different facet of the believer’s influence. The function of light 
is to make reality or truth visible, thereby giving direction and guidance by what is seen. Jesus again 
used the emphatic “you,” and again clearly stated that this is already what a believer is, not 
something he might become. It is the nature of a kingdom servant to be light in the world. Any 
believer who fails to function as light is going against his nature as God’s new creation. The believer 

has no light inherent in himself. The believer’s light is a reflected light. Believers are to make certain 
that nothing comes between them and their source of light (2 Cor. 3:18; Phil. 2:13-16). 

Both a city on a hill (v. 14) and the lamp on its stand (v. 15) fulfill their function by being elevated, so 
their light can be seen by many people over a broad area. Jesus Himself explained the application of 

this principle in 5:16. The light represents our good works, which must be done with such integrity that 
all who see have no choice but to credit our Father in heaven. The Christian’s life and influence is to 
be visible and obvious, not secret or hidden. We must not camouflage our devotion to Christ, but 
humbly do all we can to allow its truest colors to be seen where we live. The term translated give 
glory to means “to make manifest or visible.” When we shine our light before others by living 



righteously, we are making visible the character of the Father. It is the Christian’s commission to live 
in such a way as to make God visible in a world that is blind to Him. 


