Matthew 5:13-20

Who is Jesus talking to here?

In verses 13-16 the Lord deals with the godly remnant (those Jews who have believed God and are therefore saved) in relationship to the world.  Christ addresses what kind of people these Jewish believers are to be, using the illustrations of salt and light.
Matthew 5:13-16 (NASU)
You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has become tasteless, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled under foot by men. 
14 You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden; 15 nor does anyone light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house.  16 Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven. 
In the ancient world, salt was used for two purposes: as a seasoning and as a preservative.  
· Seasoning - Those who attain real righteousness are the believing remnant.  These are the ones who are capable of demonstrating a godly character. 

· Preservative- the believing remnant are the ones who preserve the existence of the nation and the world. (see notes below on Abraham)

“In eastern countries, however, the salt used was impure, or mingled with vegetable or earthy substances, so that it might lose the whole of its saltness, and a considerable quantity of earthy matter remain. This was good for nothing, except that it was used to place in paths, or walks, as we use gravel.”
 

Middoth (part of the Jewish Talmud, which is the Jewish traditions written down) 5:2 says, "One of the chambers of the Temple compound was called the salt chamber...." This is where the salt was stored. This salt came from the Dead Sea, so it was called the "salt of Sodom." It is the "bitumen" which normally does not lose its savor in taste and smell. If it did, it was then used to sprinkle on the ascent of the altar to be trodden under foot by the priests to keep them from slipping on the blood.  According to Leviticus 2:13, no sacrifice could be offered without salt.

The disciples in Christ’s day had the function to be the salt of the earth.  They were to do this by living out the Beatitudes and all the terms in the Sermon on the Mount.  If they did not show that there was spiritual reality in their life, men would not accept their testimony.  (The people of the world are quick to see deficiency in one’s testimony. The worldly crowd will trample a hypocritical person’s testimony under their feet.)  Salt serves the negative job of delaying decay.  The idea of the disciples becoming tasteless salt warns the disciples of the danger of compromise and conformity to the world.
Abraham took hold of the principle that the presence of the righteous will deter and defer judgment. 

Genesis 18:23b (NASU) and Genesis 18:26 (NASU)
 “...Will You indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked?”

“So the Lord said, “If I find in Sodom fifty righteous within the city, then I will spare the whole place on their account." (45?; 40?; 30?; 20?; 10?)
Salt is something they are to be.  It is not a program to carry out.  Jesus was saying that being is the source of doing, and that essential character must be maintained.  This involves character and not just being ‘in a program’.  As salt, they are to perform a service beyond themselves.  Salt is effective when the salt is applied outside of itself.  Salt’s usefulness is by application.  It has no use in isolation.

The believer in the church age is one who provides the savor of Christ in them.
2 Corinthians 2:14 (NASU)
But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ, and manifests through us the sweet aroma of the knowledge of Him in every place.
“You are the light of the world.” 
The idea in them being light is for them to maintain high visibility.  Light speaks of shining in a sin darkened world.  Light in Scripture represents purity, truth, knowledge, divine revelation, and God’s presence. 
The Old Testament reveals the Messiah as the true light of the world:
Isaiah 49:6 (NASU)
He says, "It is too small a thing that You should be My Servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the preserved ones of Israel; I will also make You a light of the nations so that My salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”

Isaiah 42:6 (NASU)
I am the Lord, I have called You in righteousness, I will also hold You by the hand and watch over You, and I will appoint You as a covenant to the people, as a light to the nations. 

Those believing Jews who would express the character that Jesus Christ the Messiah was right then conveying to them would be light to the world.  Some who had dwelt in darkness would be drawn to that light, and seek to join the light and even become light.
“The city set on a hill cannot be hidden” 

Across the Sea of Galilee from where Jesus was speaking there was a city set on a hill, called Hippos.  And there were various other cities set on natural or even man-made hills (called tells) around Israel, and Jerusalem was one of those cities (with ‘Mount’ Moriah and ‘Mount’ Zion).  When looking at this phrase it reminds us of the future Millennial Kingdom when Jerusalem will be a light to the nations because of Christ’s presence.

Isaiah 2:2-5 (NASU)
Now it will come about that in the last days the mountain of the house of the Lord

will be established as the chief of the mountains, and will be raised above the hills;

and all the nations will stream to it.  3 And many peoples will come and say,

"Come; let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob;

that He may teach us concerning His ways and that we may walk in His paths."

For the law will go forth from Zion and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 

4 And He will judge between the nations, and will render decisions for many peoples; and they will hammer their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.  Nation will not lift up sword against nation, and never again will they learn war.  

5 Come, house of Jacob, and let us walk in the light of the Lord. 
“nor does anyone light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house.”  
Here we read a warning against a withdrawal from the world that does not lead others to see the light.  One Jewish group in New Testament times that did teach and practice withdrawal was the Essenes, who are thought to have establish Qumran on the north end of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and hidden the Dead Sea Scrolls.  It can seem at times like the way to protect the light from getting dimmed is to withdraw from darkness, but Jesus warns against that inclination and false impression.  Instead, He urges that the light be placed so as to maximize its exposure, and certainly not to hide the light source.           

"Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.” 
What light is it that is to shine? This has to be the reflection of Him who is the Light.  

The remnant that has been saved by faith will have the evidence of good works to show the reality of their salvation for the benefit of the world.  The outcome is not to be, as Jesus later warns, that those who are saved receive glory, but that the Father is glorified.
“See Your Good Works” forms a caption for much of the rest of the Sermon on the Mount. (4:17-7:12)
The words “salt” and” light” refer to a service beyond oneself.  Salt seasons and/or preserves something outside of itself.  Light illuminates something outside of itself.  The value and effectiveness of both salt and light is not inward but outward.
Under the Principle of Grace the evidence of the salvation of the believer is the presence of the Lord in each one.  For the believer in this age of grace, we are seen as light in the Lord: 
Ephesians 5:8 (NASU)
For you were formerly darkness, but now you are Light in the Lord; walk as children of Light. 
Matthew 5:17-19 (NASU)
“Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill. 18 "For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished.

19 Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.”

In our interpretation of these verses, we should keep in mind that Jesus was called ‘Rabbi’ by His own disciples, as well as by others who were known as rabbis
.  It has been estimated that there were a few hundred itinerant rabbis in Israel at the time, who also called out disciples, and told parables, and spoke of the Law of Moses.  These rabbis are known to have used rabbinical terms very similar to what Christ used in these verses above.  What we will find as we proceed through the rest of the Sermon on the Mount is that Jesus used the common rabbinical terms and did and said things that were similar to what we read of the other rabbis in the culture.  What made Jesus stand out sharply from the other rabbis at the time were the things that He said and did that were not at all like the other rabbis.  The other rabbis in Israel did not even dare say such shocking things as, “I AM…”
, and “My Father”
, nor did they speak with the authority and finality that that Jesus did, because He was God incarnate.  No other rabbi spoke of dying for sins, or the need to believe in him alone to be saved, or rising from the dead.  Read in the gospels where the disciples and/or others were amazed or astonished at His teaching, and the miracles He did.
In Matthew 5:17-19 above, Jesus was using rabbinical terms and dealing with issues that were common among the rabbis and their disciples.  Jesus was making five key points that we will study more closely in the pages that follow:

1) He did not come for the purpose of violating the Law of Moses or the Prophets.

2) He did come for the purpose of preserving and sustaining the Law of Moses by interpreting it properly as originally given, which meant to set aside the traditions which had been added.

3) The entire Law of Moses will remain authoritative among those to whom it was given (the people of Israel) until this present heaven and earth pass away.

4) Misinterpreting the Law of Moses will cause one to be called least in the kingdom
.

5) Keeping and teaching the Law of Moses as correctly understood and originally given will cause one to be called great in the kingdom.

1) & 2) Abolishing and fulfilling

In page 3 of ‘02 The Content: What’s inside the Sermon?’ we said that in the rabbinical terms of Christ’s day:  

· To ‘abolish’ the Law of Moses was to violate the Law.

· “I did not come to” is primarily a reference to the purpose of Christ’s coming.

· To “fulfill” was to preserve and sustain the Law by interpreting it properly.

That this is what Jesus meant in verse 17 is born out by the contents of verses 18 through 20, and by the series of corrections in the verses 21 through 47.  Those corrections of the then existing views among the rabbis in Israel were of the general form “You have heard that it was said…but I say to you…”.  In those corrections, Jesus said that the other rabbis were violating the Law of Moses and teaching others in the same error.  Jesus established the Law of Moses as authoritative as it was originally written – without the rabbis’ corrupting traditions (see Matthew 23), thereby preserving and sustaining the original content of the Law of Moses, lived from the heart, as God’s the true intent.

3) Until heaven & earth pass away

The entire Law of Moses will remain authoritative among those to whom it was given (the people of Israel) until this present heaven and earth pass away.  This is confirmed by the New Covenant with Israel as given in several places in Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jeremiah.  In the handout, ‘03 The Concept: How do we approach the Sermon?’ we said:

At the second coming of Christ, which will begin the reign of Christ in the coming kingdom, Israel will have the Law written on their hearts, so they will need no teachers (no rabbis), and the Holy Spirit will be continually indwelling all Jews who enter the kingdom, so that they will live out and obey the Law of Moses from the heart and be blessed as Israel was promised to be blessed when they obeyed
.

So what Jesus said about the Law continuing to remain authoritative and its original meaning and intent being upheld, and lived from the heart, will indeed be what takes place until heaven and earth pass away.

4) & 5) The least & the greatest in the kingdom of heaven

Misinterpreting the Law of Moses will cause one to be called least in the kingdom of heaven.  Keeping and teaching the Law of Moses as correctly understood and originally given will cause one to be called great in the kingdom of heaven.

In page 3 of ‘02 The Content: What’s inside the Sermon?’ we said that in the rabbinical terms of Jesus day, to ‘annul’ any part of the Law of Moses was to misinterpret it.  As Jesus said from verse 20 to the end of the chapter, a great deal of what was being taught to the people was a corruption of the original content and intent of the Law of Moses.

Matthew 5:20 (NASU)

For I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.

From here on, Jesus continues to bring up the issue of whether or not a Jew will enter the kingdom of heaven (or kingdom of God).  In Matthew chapter 7 Jesus even indicates twice that those who enter will be few, and those who do not enter will be many (Matthew 7:13-14; 21-23).  What is shocking in Jesus’ statement in verse 20 is that the disciples would have to be more righteous than the scribes and Pharisees in order to enter the kingdom of heaven.  Jesus said that the scribes and Pharisees, who many would have considered the most righteous of all those in Israel, were not at the top end of qualification for entry into the kingdom.  Instead, the righteousness of those highly regarded scribes and Pharisees was barely at the bottom end of acceptability for entry into the kingdom of heaven!  What a shocking thing for Jesus to say!  Jesus said that they had abolished and that they had not fulfilled and they had annulled the Law of Moses!

So… How do we take this?

We who are under the Principle of Grace have been separated from the Law of Moses, and instead are to live by the position, knowledge, power, and righteousness of Christ:

Philippians 3:7-11 (NASU; written by Paul, the Pharisee: Acts 23:6)

But whatever things were gain to me [in the qualifications I had under the Law of Moses], those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that  I may gain Christ, 9 and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith, 10 that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death;                          11 in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead.

Supplement: The ‘I AM’ statements of Christ in the gospel of John
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from the Greek text

Jesus said to him, "I, being in fact God+, in
contradistinction to anyone else, am the
singular way, and the singular truth, and the
singular life; no one comes to the Father but
that he comes through Me exclusively.”
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“I AM the bread of life” John 6:35

“I AM the light of the world” John 8:12

“I AM the gate” John 10:7,9

“| AM the good shepherd” John 10:11,14

“| AM the resurrection and the life” John 11:25

“I AM the way, the truth, and the life” |John 14:6

“I AM the true vine” John 1515

| AM = “eg6 eimi”, in these passages & in the Greek Old
Testament in Exodus 3:14; also Matthew 22:32; Mark 12:26





� Barnes’ Notes on the New Testament


� Matthew 26:25; Mark 9:5; 11:21; 14:45; John 1:38; 1:49; 3:2,26; 4:31; 6:25; 9:2; 11:8.  


� John 8:58, “Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was born, I am.’”.  See also the supplement at the end of this handout.


� Jesus said, “My Father” in Matthew 7:21, and about 39 times after that in the four gospels.  The other rabbis said, “Our Father” or “Your Father” in plural form.


� ‘The kingdom’ in Matthew is typically called the ‘kingdom of heaven’.  See handout ‘01 The Context: Matthew, History & Jewish Culture’, pages 5-7.





� Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:22-38; Deuteronomy 28:1-14.
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