Sermon on the Mount #10

“The Remedy for a Dull, Dark World”

Matthew 5:13-16
Spring is almost upon us, and with the arrival of spring children look to go back outside to play—almost as much as their parents want them to go back outside to play!  Warm weather also marks the opening of a favorite childhood playing place: amusement parks.  A recent internet site paints a rosy outlook for the amusement park industry:

Worldwide spending on theme parks and amusement parks is expected to increase 4.5% a year to $26.8 billion by 2009, driven by stronger economic growth and weakness in the U.S. dollar, according to PricewaterhouseCoopers…. Over the next five years, spending at U.S. theme parks and amusement parks is expected to increase 3.7% a year to reach $13 billion, according to PricewaterhouseCoopers.


Add this to the billions of dollars spent in other forms of recreation—sports, movies, television, music, video games, and the like—and we are a society obsessed with entertainment and escape.  A leading video game produces uses as a motto in their commercials, “Live in your world; play in ours.”  


I’m not against any of these activities, though I’m not a big fan of roller coasters.  But are you aware of the meaning of the word “amusement”?  The root of this word is “muse,” meaning, “to think.”  Add to that the prefix “a—”, meaning “no” or “not,” and the word “amuse” means “not to think.”  Amusements are designed, then, to distract people from thinking too much.


The prevalence of entertainment in our culture should not surprise us, though.  Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:1-4,

This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come.  For men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, without natural affection, trucebreakers, false accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are good, traitors, heady, highminded, lovers of pleasures more than lovers of God.


The Amplified Bible renders the end of verse four, “They will be lovers of sensual pleasures and vain amusements more than…lovers of God.”  When mankind rejects God, the list of replacements is, well, downright scary!  Selfishness, pride, rebellion, violence, immorality—reads like this morning’s newspaper, doesn’t it?  Chuck Swindoll comments,

The deadly erosion has plunged our world into frighteningly deep darkness. Some Christians have distanced themselves so far from the lifestyle of the unbeliever that they don’t have a clue how dark the world system really is. They don’t see its boredom, its flat tastelessness, its terror, and its stark hopelessness. There is the in​escapable threat of AIDS, along with the abduction of children, alcoholism, and fears of growing old, of financial reversal, of mari​tal infidelity, of emotional breakdown. Such darkness surfaces only briefly, then runs and hides its face in the valley of death.


Maybe this is why our world is so obsessed with amusements: they don’t want to think about the world they really live in.  Using Swindoll’s descriptives, these folks face “darkness,” “tastelessness,” and “hopelessness.”  No wonder they seek escape through movies, novels, and virtual reality.  Other, more desperate souls turn to alcohol or drugs to escape.


Does it work?  Listen to the experience of Solomon in Ecclesiastes 2:1-3,

I thought in my heart, “Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good.” But that also proved to be meaningless. “Laughter,” I said, “is foolish. And what does pleasure accomplish?” [niv].

Entertainment can bring enjoyment, but the laughter doesn’t last.  Amusement can divert our attention from the bleak realities of life, but it doesn’t change the reality. God has a remedy for a dull, dark world, though.  Jesus spoke of it in Matthew 5:13-16,

Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted? It is thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be trodden under foot of men. Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid. Neither do men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.
Salt and light—two common items found in every home, yet are so important.  For a dull world, Christians are the “salt of the earth”; for a dark world, Christians are the “light of the world.”  If the beatitudes describe the essential character of the disciples of Jesus, the salt and light metaphors indicate the influence for good in the world.

The Unmistakable Identity of Jesus’ Disciples

With these two images we see the unmistakable identity of Jesus’ disciples.  In a dull, dark world, salt and light appear in stark contrast to their surroundings.  This passage clearly teaches that believers are placed in the world for the world’s sake.

As we saw in the beatitudes, Jesus states these descriptions as facts, not as lofty aspirations or optional alternatives.  As Bonhoeffer writes, 

“Ye are the salt.” Jesus does not say: “You must be the salt.” It is not for the disciples to decide whether they will be the salt of the earth, for they are so whether they like it or not, they have been made salt by the call they have received. Again, it is: “Ye are the salt,” not “Ye have the salt.” …The call of Christ makes those who respond to it the salt of the earth in their total existence.
 

Our Lord is not speaking of a specific activity or of special ones within His Church as “the salt of the earth.”  Each and every Christian is salt, and that salt is demonstrated in our everyday lives.

Jesus also calls Christians “the light of the world.” At first this might seem confusing, for on three separate occasions recorded in John’s gospel Jesus uses the same phrase concerning Himself.  We read in John 8:12, “Then spake Jesus again unto them, saying, ‘I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life.’”  Later, in John 12:46 He says, “I am come a light into the world, that whosoever believeth on me should not abide in darkness.”  If Jesus is the light of the world, how can His followers be the same thing?  The key is found in His words recorded in John 9:6, “As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.”  Jesus was the light of the world as long as He was in the world.  Once He accomplished His purpose on earth and ascended back to Heaven, He left His disciples on earth with a mission of their own: to shine the light of the gospel to a dark, lost world.  Rather than contradictory, these statements of Jesus complement each other.  Their relationship is that Jesus is the source of light; Christians are the reflection of His light. Their function is to shine for Him just as the moon reflects the glory of the sun.
 

The Unfiltered Influence of Jesus’ Disciples


Why are we salt and light?  To have an impact on our world.  Through these two images we see the unfiltered influence of Jesus’ disciples.


Salt had two primary uses in the time of Christ.  The first and foremost function of salt was for freshness.  The ancient world did not have refrigerators or freezers, nor did they have the chemical preservatives so prevalent today.  Food—particularly meat and fish that spoiled quickly—would be wrapped in salt or salt water in order to keep in fresh.  Salt counteracted the decaying process in the food.


The correlation of this to the mission of the church is clear.  John Stott writes, 

The apostle Paul paints a grim picture at the end of the first chapter of his Roman letter of what happens when society suppresses (out of love for evil) the truth it knows by nature. It deteriorates. Its values and standards steadily decline until it becomes utterly corrupt. When men reject what they know of God, God gives them up to their own distorted notions and perverted passions, until society stinks in the nostrils of God and of all good people. 

Now Christians are set in secular society by God to hinder this process. God intends us to penetrate the world. Christian salt has no business to remain snugly in elegant little ecclesiastical salt cellars; our place is to be rubbed into the secular community, as salt is rubbed into meat, to stop it going bad. And when society does go bad, we Christians tend to throw up our hands in pious horror and reproach the non-Christian world; but should we not rather reproach ourselves? One can hardly blame unsalted meat from going bad. It cannot do anything else. The real question to ask is; where is the salt?


As the Church of Jesus Christ, we are to be salt in a dying, decaying world.  We are to stand against the flow of sin in our society and make an impact.  Think of all of the social ills that have been addressed by Christians down throughout the ages: abolition of slav​ery, prison reform, medical care, helping the addicts, world missions, alternatives to abortion, exposing child abuse, establishing or​phanages, making a positive influence in the political world, hold​ing leadership positions in large companies that are making an impact in this world—and much more.
  Can you imagine what shape our world would be in if it was not for the influence of Christianity?


Secondly, salt was (and still is) used for flavor.  How bland many foods are without salt.  (Anyone who has been on a no-salt diet can attest to that!)  But add a little salt and it becomes a delicious dish.


Christianity is to life what salt is to food. Christianity lends flavor to life. The tragedy is that so often people have connected Christianity with precisely the opposite. They have connected Christianity with that which takes the flavor out of life.
  Several years ago a movie was produced entitled Pleasantville.  In the plot, two modern-day teenagers are transported into the world of a 1950’s black-and-white television show.  The townspeople are all upright and uptight, mostly religious, nice and neat.  There was nothing wrong with Pleasantville; it was just boring, especially to these young people.  But once a little “fun” was added to the picture—specifically, illicit sex—color came into Pleasantville.  For the first time the citizens of the town were exposed to a world of bright color.  Of course, it was the religious folk who tried to stomp it out, but in the end, they just couldn’t hold back the “progress” of this newfound delight.  “Pleasantville” became “Pleasureville,” and according to the movie, the change was all for the better.


How typical this view is, not only of the pleasure of sin, but of the character of Christians.  If it’s fun or enjoyable, it must be ungodly!  Oliver Wendell Holmes once said, “﻿I might have entered the ministry if certain clergymen I knew had not looked and acted so much like undertakers.﻿”
 The world views Christians—and the God they serve—as some sort of cosmic killjoy out to ruin everybody’s fun.  How tragic!  How successful this lie of Satan has been in keeping people away from Christianity!


Part of this may be our fault, too.  How do we demonstrate our faith in Christ?  Do we exhibit the joy of the Lord, or do we walk around looking like we’ve been sucking on lemons all our lives?  Do we measure spirituality by how miserable we are, or at least appear to be?  Do unbelievers look at our lives and say, “If that’s what it means to be a Christian, you can have it”?


The flip side of that coin is that salt creates thirst.  Salt produces a desire for more.  When was the last time we made the world thirst for Jesus? Or maybe we never have. Do people see us and our life and say, “He has something I’d like. He whets my appetite for God!”? Salt makes people thirsty. A Christian influence makes people thirsty for God.


Christians are also called “the light of the world.”  What does light do?  Light exposes what hides in darkness.  We are called to live in this way.  Paul writes in Ephesians 5:8-14,

For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) and find out what pleases the Lord. Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. But everything exposed by the light becomes visible, for it is light that makes everything visible. This is why it is said: “Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you” [niv].


Disciples of Jesus are not called to “live and let live.”  I am not suggesting that the Church should act as some kind of secret police, intruding into the lives of others to point out sin.  Instead, we ought to live our lives in such a way that the example we set stands in stark contrast to the practice of those around us.  We can do that without saying a word.  By simply living out our Christian faith, we shine as lights in a dark world.  But our influence depends on our character.
  We must be consistent in living the Christian life if we want the light to shine.

A second function of light is to enlighten. Light not only exposes the darkness; it shows and provides the only way out of the darkness.
 Negatively, our lives demonstrate to unbelievers where they are wrong; positively, our witness points the way to what’s right.  As Stott points out, 

I sometimes think how splendid it would be if non-Christians, curious to discover the secret and source of our light, were to come up to us and enquire: “Twinkle, twinkle little star, how I wonder what you are!”

When that opportunity arises, we must be willing and able to “give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1Pe 3:15, niv).  In this way we can rescue them from the dominion of darkness and bring them into the kingdom of light (Col 1:12-13, niv).

The Ultimate Implications for Jesus’ Disciples

This leads us to the ultimate implications for Jesus’ disciples.  As salt we cannot be bland; as light we cannot be concealed.  For effectiveness the Christian must retain his Christlikeness, as salt must retain its saltness. If we as Christians become assimilated to non-Christians and contaminated by the impurities of the world, we lose our influence. The influence of Christians in and on society depends on our being distinct, not identical.
  Warren Wiersbe adds,

We’re the light of the world and the salt of the earth, and God wants us to exert a positive influence on society. When the church ceases to be a holy people, obedient to the Lord, the salt loses its taste and the light goes under a bushel. G. Campbell Morgan said that the church did the most for the world when the church was the least like the world. Today, many churches have the idea they must imitate the world in order to reach the world. And they are wrong!


Modern church ministry often tries to cater to the world so much that they become worldly themselves.  It is one thing to be “seeker sensitive”—and I am convinced Jesus was that—but we can never compromise the message of the Gospel, which Jesus never did.  We must be salt and light in a dull, dark world.  If they can’t tell the difference, then we have become unsalty salt and dark light—contradictions in terms.  As Lloyd-Jones concludes, 

…there is nothing in God’s universe that is so utterly useless as a merely formal Christian. I mean by that, one who has the name but not the quality of a Christian. The apostle Paul describes this when he speaks of certain people ‘having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof.’ They appear to be Christian but they are not. They want to appear as Christians, but they are not functioning as Christians. They are salt without savour, light with​out light, if you can imagine such a thing.


As we conclude, this passage teaches to two truths: Christianity, if it exists, cannot be concealed; and where it is not manifest in the life, it does not exist.
  If no one can tell the difference between us and the world, maybe there is no difference.  Maybe we are still a part of the world.

Being salt and light is not easy. Salt and light have one thing in common: they give and expend themselves—and thus are the opposite of any and every kind of self-centered religiosity.
  We are called to be like the Master, and that is what true discipleship is all about.
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