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You are the salt of the earth.   

Salt has kind of a bad rap in our culture today.  Salt makes you retain 

water, giving rise to puffy eyes and swollen ankles; it raises your blood 

pressure – we can find all kinds of “low salt” or “no added salt” food 

products in the store these days – low salt potato chips are much 

healthier than high salt potato chips, right?  There’s an ancient 

superstition that spilling salt is an evil omen – apparently, in DaVinci’s 

Last Supper painting, there’s salt spilling out of a salt cellar near to Judas 

Iscariot.  

 

In the Old Testament, salt was used in religious rituals.  In Exodus 30:35, 

the Lord commands Moses to make a special incense out of spices and 

resins and to season it with salt, pure and holy, for the tent of meeting 

where the Lord was to meet with Moses. Some covenants between God 

and God’s people were even called “salt covenants” (Numbers 18:19; 2 

Chronicles 13:5).  In Ezra 6:9 – Salt was included in a list of possible 

offerings for the priests during the rebuilding of the temple after the 

return of Judean exiles from Babylon back to Jerusalem.  From Ezekiel 

43:24 – In the temple, “You shall present [a bull and a ram without 

blemish] before the Lord, and the priests shall throw salt on them and 

offer them up as a burnt offering to the Lord.” 

 

Let’s consider the positive qualities of salt: for one thing, it’s a 

disinfectant – we all know we can gargle with warm salt water for a sore 

throat; and salt has been used forever to preserve food by drying it and 

killing the microbes on it; and of course, salt is a wonderful seasoning. 



Salt makes a difference!  Salt is incredibly important to the functioning of 

our bodies, as an electrolyte.  But what does it mean to be the salt of the 

earth?  To be the salt of the earth means to live it up – Jesus came to give 

abundant life – life in all its fullness (John 10:10).  If salt retains water, 

then retain the Living Water! Jesus said, “The water that I will give will 

become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life”(John 4:14).  

To be the salt of the earth is to be an agent of disinfection – to spread out 

and heal the systems of this world that are infected with greed, cruelty 

and injustice.  To be the salt of the earth is to be an agent of preservation 

– to protect the creation from all that is working to destroy it.  To be the 

salt of the earth means to make a difference.  

 

How about salt that has lost its taste? How does that happen?  I’m 

guessing that if salt has been contaminated with other minerals that are 

bland or tasteless – this would fit with the metaphorical way that Jesus 

uses the word salt –  If his disciples are salt, disinfecting, preserving, and 

seasoning, then they must not become contaminated with tasteless, 

worthless ideologies or preoccupations - if salt has lost its taste, it’s no 

longer good for anything, but is thrown out.  If you want to follow Jesus 

into the kingdom of heaven, then follow Jesus and not worldly 

temptations. 

 

You are the light of the world.  Just as with salt, light is incredibly 

important to the functioning of our bodies.  We need the sunlight to 

enable our daily rhythms and to make essential vitamin D.  Light is 

invaluable to our lives because without it, we wouldn’t be able to see.  

You are the light of the world. This is a metaphor that’s easier to grasp.  

Light reveals things.   



I think Jesus is asking his followers to help him reveal things.  Things like 

truth and lies.  Justice and injustice.  Mercy and cruelty.  The light of 

Christ reveals these things to his followers.  And his followers are to 

reveal them to the world.  In practice, this means speaking up about the 

ways that our systems often work to keep people down – to keep 

oppressed people from living the abundant life that God wants for 

everyone.  It means shining light on the cruelty of removing migrant 

children from their parents and keeping them in terrible conditions; 

shining light on the injustice of rewarding the rich and punishing the 

poor; shining light on the lies being put forward by some religious leaders 

like if you don’t support a certain politician, you’re going to hell.  God 

does not belong to any political party!  Being light in the world means 

calling out those in power who lie, deceive and mislead people - no 

matter which side of the aisle you’re on or which religious denomination 

you’re affiliated with.   

Light makes a difference – and you are the light of the world.  

Salt makes a difference – and you are the salt of the earth. 

 

The scribes and Pharisees were good at observing their laws but not so 

much at living it as salt and light in the world.  That’s why Jesus told his 

disciples they must go beyond the righteousness of the Pharisees and 

scribes.  God called Israel to be the salt of the earth – but Israel’s salt had 

become corrupt with bland impurities – man-made legalism overriding 

their call to justice and mercy – they had lost their distinctive flavor.  God 

also called Israel to be light to the world – Isaiah 42:6-7 “I am the Lord, I 

have called you in righteousness, I have taken you by the hand and kept 

you; I have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, 



to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the 

dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.”  

 

Jesus wasn’t intending to abandon the law and the prophets - Israel’s 

story was going to come to fruition in him.  Now that he was here, a way 

was opening up for Israel and for the world to make God’s covenant a 

reality in their own selves – changing behavior by changing hearts and 

minds.  This was revolutionary, but at the same time it was deeply in tune 

with the ancient stories and promises of the Bible.  Jesus brought it all 

into reality in his own person.  He was the salt of the earth.  He was the 

light of the world - set up on a hill-top, crucified for all the world to see, 

becoming a beacon of hope and new life for everybody, drawing people 

to worship God, embodying the way of self-giving love and asking 

everyone to follow his way.   

 

That’s why these sayings, originally applied to Israel (you are salt  - you 

are light) now apply to all those who follow Jesus and draw on his life as 

the source of their own.   

 

How does this challenge affect us today?  Where does our city of 

Fairfield, the state of California, our country and the world need salt and 

light right now, and how can we, through following Jesus, be that salt and 

light?  It’s certainly not about living up to the Laws of Moses; it’s about 

surrendering to the God who is all about love, justice, mercy and 

freedom.   It’s about being open to the transforming power of the Holy 

Spirit, and allowing God’s love and grace to change us from the inside-

out.  It’s about speaking truth to power.  It’s about accepting the fullness 

of life that Christ came to bring.  That is how we are salt and light.  Amen.  


