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Matthew 5: 13-20

When Matthew tells Jesus’ story he has a little quirk, and
that quirk is why many people have trouble with his
gospel.

Matthew’s Jesus always starts off so well, offering a
beautiful message of grace and forgiveness. He goes to
great lengths to tell people how much they’re loved, how
much they’re valued. He chases after hurting people to lift
them into healing, and to speak new life and fresh energy
into their lives.

And people soak in his message, like bathing in good news,
luxuriating in divine warmth. They love hearing this
message that no one else tells them. It’s a beautiful
moment for everyone.

Then...BAM! Jesus hits them with a threat. They will be
punished heavily if they don’t do what he had just told
them to do. That’s Matthew’s quirk. He doesn’t want this

love and forgiveness, peace and healing thing to get out of
hand.

The theological whiplash can be jarring. And it happens
time after time after time in Matthew’s gospel. More so
than the other three. Go ahead, this afternoon take a walk
through Matthew’s gospel then tell me I'm wrong.



In Lutheran parlance, we call this “taking back the gospel.”
You take back the gospel when you put conditions on it
right after offering it. You take back the gospel when you
threaten punishment if it’s not received or lived out.
Taking back the gospel means giving with one hand, then
taking away from the other.

And we see this in full display in today’s reading from
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. It’s starts right at the
beginning of today’s passage:

You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its
taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no
longer good for anything, but is thrown out and
trampled under foot.

See what he did there? Jesus tells the crowd that they are
the “salt of the earth” which has huge meaning. Salt is
essential for life, and according to Anthony Bourdain,
salt’s function in cooking is to “make the other flavours
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pop’.

Being the “salt of the earth” means that they were
seasoning life with flavour and meaning. They were
helping each other grow into the life that God had given
them.

BUT if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be
restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown
out and trampled under foot.



Why would Jesus throw that extra bit in? Why would he
say that if they lose their “saltiness” by which I think he
means that if they lose their sense of life and community,
they will be “thrown out and trampled under foot.” And
who wants that? Be salty or else!

He gave with one hand, then took away with the other.

Jesus is better with the next section, but he does wave a
finger at the crowd,

“You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill
cannot be hid. No one after lighting a lamp puts it
under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand,
and it gives light to all in the house. In the same
way, let your light shine before others, so that they
may see your good works and give glory to your
Father in heaven.

Stop hiding yourself! Stop hiding what God is doing in
your life! Show everyone what is happening in your life.
Don’t be afraid to let your life proclaim that God who lives
within and among you!

But then, Jesus abruptly switches gears, and drives right
into the middle of the divide that was causing rifts between
the early believers. Matthew includes this next section
because there was probably some tension within the early
church and he wanted to show what side he was on.



The tension was around the role Jewish Law played within
their faith. As many of you know, the earliest Christians
identified as Jewish, and saw themselves as a renewal
movement within Judaism. They didn’t think they formed
a separate religion.

Jewish Law, or Torah, was and is at the heart of the Jewish
faith. So this next section where Jesus talked about the
Law brought comfort AND, if they were listening closely, a
reinterpretation of what they believed about Jewish law.

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law
or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to
fulfill. For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth
pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a
letter, will pass from the law until all is
accomplished.

Phew! Good news, right? At least for those in Matthew’s
community who were worried that the heart of their faith
would be torn out in favour of a mushy emotional
experiential display of faith.

But what’s hidden in this section is how the Law will be
changed from observance to embodiment. “...not one
letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law
until ALL is accomplished.”

What’s missing here is that the Law is fulfilled and
accomplished in HIM. Jesus is the embodiment of the
Law, he is the living expression of God’s promises.



That’s why Jesus concludes this section by saying this:

“Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of
these commandments, and teaches others to do
the same, will be called least in the kingdom of
heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them
will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I
tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of
the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the
kingdom of heaven.”

Bam! Again with the threat, eh? That’s sure what it sounds
like. “...unless your righteousness exceeds that of the
scribes and Pharisees, the scholars and religious leaders
who spend all their time reflecting on the scriptures, those
who pray night and day, who are PAID to be observant,
you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”

I wonder if people walked away from Jesus at this point.
Everyday working folks just trying to get through life don’t
have the time or energy to devote to religious observance
the way the religious professionals did. If that’s the
measure upon which a person’s faith will be judged, then
most of us will be left out, right? Who wants to be part of
that?

However, by putting the last two sections together, then
circling back to the beginning of this passage, I think
there’s a twinkle in Jesus’ eye here, rather than his usual
threat.

If Jesus is the embodiment of God’s law, if Jesus is the
living expression of God’s promises, then they are too,



because they have God’s love and mercy living within them
also as those who followed Jesus’ path. They already had
the spirit of Christ living within them. They already had
the power of the God of the universe dwelling within their
spirits, souls, and bodies.

That’s why I think Jesus was actually saying this, he’s
saying this to them, and this to us,

“For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of
the scribes and Pharisees, AND IT ALREADY DOES
because Christ, the embodiment and the living expression
of God’s promises, is living within you, you will enter the
kingdom of heaven, in fact you already have because
Christ is within you. Christ within you is the kingdom of
heaven”

“You are the salt of the earth that you were made to be.
You are essential for your life together. You make life’s
flavours pop. The world and many around you may try to
steal your saltiness, but because Christ lives in you, your
salt will season the lives of those around you with joy and
celebration, support and encouragement, to help others
grow into the life that God has created for them.

“You are that city shining on a hill. You are the light in the
night, because Christ’s light is shining in you and through
you. So may your light shine before everyone, so that they
may see your healing spirit, your kind heart, and your
loving deeds, so that they may see the God of love and life
working within you and through you, and for them and
with them.



Others may try to extinguish the light that is within you,
others may feel threatened by the beauty and power of that
light, some may demand that you cover that light so it
won’t expose the parts of the world that would rather
remain hidden, others may not understand your light
because they can’t see the light that is within them.

But God’s light, the power of the living Christ, cannot be
taken from you, and will not be extinguished from your
life. And so you can help others see the light that is within
them.

You are the embodiment, the living expression of God’s
promises, because Christ, who fulfilled ALL of God’s
promises, lives within you.

So shine. Season the lives of those around you with mercy,
forgiveness, healing, peace, and love. That is the power of
Christ living within you. That is the power of God flowing
through you.

So shine.

May this be so among us.






