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13 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. 

14 Ye are the light of the 
world. A city that is set on 
an hill cannot be hid. 15 
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. 

16 Let your light so shine 
before men, that they may 
see your good works, and 
glorify your Father which is 
in heaven.

Jesus describes his followers as salt of the earth and light of the world.  This was 
remarkable: ordinary people - not the religious leaders - described as the ones 
who season and preserve life on this earth and who provide truth and spiritual 
guidance.  Verses 13 to 16 are making the same basic point: that his followers will 
do good works which benefit those around them or, to put it another way, they will 
love their neighbours as themselves.

This shows clearly that the effect of his teaching will impact the everyday lives of 
his followers, otherwise it would not be possible to describe them in these terms. 

Salt

Salt is something which does a lot of good today but even more so in New 
Testament times.  It allowed food to be preserved, improved its taste and its value 
was universally recognised so much so that at times people were paid in salt (the 
word “salary” comes from “salt”).  Life would have been pretty miserable without 
salt.

But salt, of course, only has a single purpose.  If it can’t be used for preservation 
and seasoning then it is “good for nothing”.  The salt we use today can’t, I 
understand, lose its salty properties but the salt used in New Testament times 
contained a greater level of impurities so much so that it was possible for water to 
wash away the “salty” elements so that you were just left with a grit like 
substance.  You would just throw that on the path (not on your fields) and it would 
be trodden on.  Some people suggest it would have been used for grit on the 
temple ramps and, again, be trodden on.

His point here is that following his teaching has the single purpose of producing 
“good works” (see verse 16).  As Paul put it:
- “[after explaining that we are saved by grace through faith alone]For we are his 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before 
ordained that we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2v10)

- “Who gave himself for us, that he might redeem us from all iniquity, and purify 
unto himself a peculiar people, zealous of good works” (Titus 2v14)

- “[after explaining what the scriptures can do] That the man of God may be 
perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works” (2 Timothy 3v17)

- “And God is able to make all grace abound toward you; that ye, always having 
all sufficiency in all things, may abound to every good work” (2 Corinthians 9v8)

Or Peter:
- “Keep your behaviour excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in which 
they slander you as evildoers, they may because of your good deeds, as they 
observe them, glorify God in the day of visitation [NASB]” (1 Peter 2v12)

If we don’t live a life as envisaged by Jesus then there is nothing else he can do 
for us.  His teachings can’t be used to achieve some other purpose such as 
increasing our wealth, advancing a political ideology or whatever else has been 
done in the name of Christianity over the years.  It is not possible to manipulate 
his teachings to achieve something else.

Light

He uses two illustrations to reinforce his point that his teaching can only result in 
benefitting others:
• it is impossible to hide a city that is on the top of a hill (in the same way it is 

impossible to hide the effect of God’s rules in your life);
• no one ever lights a candle only to cover it up (in the same way, it makes no 

sense to benefit from God’s rule and then to cover it up). 

These two illustrations show even more clearly that his teaching will affect our 
everyday lives.

Verse 16 concludes that those in the kingdom should let the effect shine out with 
the result of glorifying the Father.  But it does not just say glorify the Father but he 
adds “which is in heaven” [literally “in the heavens”].  In other words, we can’t help 
but bring the kingdom of heaven to men, just like Jesus himself did.
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17 Think not that I am 
come to destroy the law, or 
the prophets: I am not 
come to destroy, but to 
fulfil. 18 For verily I say 
unto you, Till heaven and 
earth pass, one jot or one 
tittle shall in no wise pass 
from the law, till all be 
fulfilled. 19 Whosoever 
therefore shall break one 
of these least 
commandments, and shall 
teach men so, he shall be 
called the least in the 
kingdom of heaven: but 
whosoever shall do and 
teach them, the same shall 
be called great in the 
kingdom of heaven. 
20 For I say unto you, That 
except your righteousness 
shall exceed the 
righteousness of the 
scribes and Pharisees, ye 
shall in no case enter into 
the kingdom of heaven.

We saw last week that Jesus taught that the era of the law and the prophets (right 
up to and including John the Baptist) was over.  He had said that all kinds of 
ordinary people can be blessed in all kinds of circumstances.  This wasn’t what 
people were used to!  People thought of the religious leaders as those whose 
presence on earth blessed those around them (salt) and whose good works shone 
out all around (light) - perhaps because of the prayers on street corners (Matthew 
6v5) or the public displays of fasting (Matthew 6v16).

You would be forgiven for thinking that he was dispensing with the law entirely.  So 
he quickly adds that he was not coming to do that at all but instead he was coming 
to “fulfil” the law, to enable its fullest expression, to achieve what it had been trying 
to do.   So not “fulfil” in the sense of realising a prediction or prophecy but in the 
sense of realising the law’s potential.  In Matthew 7v12 he gives a one line 
summary of his teaching “Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men 
should do to you, do ye even so to them” and then adds “for this is the law and the 
prophets”.

There was nothing wrong with the law in and of itself.  Its problem lies in the fact 
that it can’t do anything for you.  So in that sense it can only restrict you or 
condemn.  As Paul put it in Romans 7 “And the commandment, which was 
ordained to life, I found to be unto death” 
i.e. the law was intended to bring life if it could only be obeyed but Paul found it 
actually only condemned (v10) although “the law is holy, and the commandment 
holy, and just, and good” (v12).

So Jesus teaches that he is not watering down the standard of living at all (v18 
and v19).  There is a time in the future when the law will be obeyed in a 
fantastically complete way on the earth (before the new heavens and the new 
earth).

But entry into the kingdom is a very high standard (at least in the eyes of the 
multitudes who would have understood Jesus to be stating an almost impossibly 
high standard).  Of course, Jesus was not teaching entry into the kingdom of 
heaven by works but the righteousness which is a gift (Romans 5v17).  This does 
not contradict his teaching to Nicodemus in John 3v3.
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21 Ye have heard that it 
was said by them of old 
time, Thou shalt not kill; 
and whosoever shall kill 
shall be in danger of the 
judgment: 22 But I say unto 
you, That whosoever is 
angry with his brother 
without a cause shall be in 
danger of the judgment: 
and whosoever shall say 
to his brother, Raca, shall 
be in danger of the 
council: but whosoever 
shall say, Thou fool, shall 
be in danger of hell fire. 23 
Therefore if thou bring thy 
gift to the altar, and there 
rememberest that thy 
brother hath ought against 
thee; 24 Leave there thy 
gift before the altar, and go 
thy way; first be reconciled 
to thy brother, and then 
come and offer thy gift. 25 
Agree with thine adversary 
quickly, whiles thou art in 
the way with him; lest at 
any time the adversary 
deliver thee to the judge, 
and the judge deliver thee 
to the officer, and thou be 
cast into prison. 26 Verily I 
say unto thee, Thou shalt 
by no means come out 
thence, till thou hast paid 
the uttermost farthing.

First of six corrections made by Jesus (the others are in v27, v31, v33, v38, v43) 
where he says how someone under God’s rule approaches a situation compared 
to how the religious leaders would approach it.

Situation:
- disagreement with someone: no murder v no hate, contempt or put downs and 

pursuit of reconciliation
- sexual attraction: no intercourse v no cultivation of lust
- unhappiness with marriage partner: divorce the correct way v no divorce (at 

least as then practiced)
- wanting someone to believe something: keep vows given v no verbal 

manipulation
- injured by someone: inflict same on them v seek to help them
- dealing with an enemy: hate them v love them

The old interpretation is that if you disagree with someone then you just shouldn’t 
kill them.  But Jesus said that someone under God’s rule will not be angry without 
a cause.  Sometimes you can’t help being angry about something that has 
happened (i.e. you might have cause to be angry).

Anger is something that easily flares up within us and we perhaps think we are 
helpless to resist it.  It can be something very minor which sparks it.  But we 
should not be angry as Colossians 3v8 tells us “But now ye also put off all these; 
anger…”.  Instead of feeding or stoking it or thriving on it we should put it off (or 
lay it aside as one translation puts it).

It often arises when our will is obstructed, we don’t get our way.  But if we are in 
the kingdom then we have given up our will and aim for God’s rule in our lives.

The teaching in these chapters is not disconnected.  He starts with teaching on 
anger because it provides the foundation of the rest of his teaching on life in the 
kingdom.  So if we can put off anger then we can follow the rest of his teaching.

Being angry brings us before “the judgment”.  But going one stage further and 
displaying contempt by saying “Raca” puts us before a higher court - it is a more 
serious offence.  And going further still and calling someone a “fool” is more 
serious still (it could result in being cast into Gehenna).

“Raca” was a term used to designate contempt or scorn for someone.  “Thou fool” 
seems to have been a term to put someone down and the reason that is serious is 
because it legitimises malice towards that person.  It “lays the groundwork” for bad 
things to happen to them.  We’ve all seen political correctness taken too far but it 
is important to understand how referring to people in a way that puts them down 
can prepare the way for more serious wrongs.

We all know what it is like to feel anger towards someone and then to go further 
and display contempt against them.  And even to go further still and verbalise it so 
that others hear our put down of them.  That kind of behaviour can do great 
damage.  In the kingdom we are blessed, whoever we are and in whatever 
circumstance we find ourselves: this should enable us to avoid anger.  It is never 
beneficial or God’s will for us. 
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23 Therefore if thou bring 
thy gift to the altar, and 
there rememberest that 
thy brother hath ought 
against thee; 24 Leave 
there thy gift before the 
altar, and go thy way; first 
be reconciled to thy 
brother, and then come 
and offer thy gift. 25 Agree 
with thine adversary 
quickly, whiles thou art in 
the way with him; lest at 
any time the adversary 
deliver thee to the judge, 
and the judge deliver thee 
to the officer, and thou be 
cast into prison. 26 Verily I 
say unto thee, Thou shalt 
by no means come out 
thence, till thou hast paid 
the uttermost farthing.

If we are at odds with someone then we should do everything we can to reconcile 
with them.  Even if we are in the middle of a solemn ceremony (such as a 
wedding).  God’s will would be for us to reconcile rather than carry on with the 
ceremony.  This is an illustration of what life under God’s rule is like.  It is not 
laying down prescriptive rules about not going to the same church as someone 
you had a falling out with last week.

Similarly, if we are at odds with someone we should make every effort to befriend 
them.  Just as it makes sense to try and settle a dispute with someone when you 
are in the wrong, you should try and find agreement with someone (whether you 
are in the wrong or not).  Someone at my work is very good at that.  You can have 
an uncomfortable encounter with him and are left feeling a bit of anger, maybe 
contempt and you might even speak badly about him (or her) to others.  But this 
person is very good at chatting to you which dispels the anger you had.


