Influence Society (Matthew 5:13-16)

The Apostle Peter informs us, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are God's people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul. Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation” (1 Peter 2:9-12). 

“We are poor in spirit, and merciful, and meek, and hungering and thirsting after righteousness in order, in a sense, that we may be ‘the salt of the earth.’ We pass therefore, from the contemplation of the character of the Christian to a consideration of the function and purpose of the Christian in this world in the mind and the purpose of God.
”

Before examining the function of the Christian in the world we investigated the presuppositions that the world is decaying and in darkness. If the Christian is salt and salt retards decay, then it is safe for us to understand the world is in a state of moral and spiritual decay. If the world were not morally and spiritually spoiling there would be no need for spiritual salt. If the Christian, and only the Christian, is light then the world must be in moral and spiritual darkness. Because of the decay and darkness of this world the Christian is to slow down the decaying process by salting society. Because spiritual darkness envelopes the world the Christian is to let the light of Christ shine through him.

I.
The presupposition

Dr. Lloyd-Jones wrote, “Jesus’ statement that believers are salt and light is as much an indictment of this present evil age as it is a description of what the Christian must be. Because the world is decaying it needs a preservative—salt. Because the world is in darkness it needs light
.” Therefore we are to influence society by being salt and light.


A.
Decay (2 Tim 3:1-13)

The Bible teaches that this world, our society, is in a downward spiral. Man, instead of ushering in a utopia, is actually becoming more wicked and brutal. This trend will continue until our Lord returns (2 Tim 3:1-13).

As we observe American society today we can see the decay of sin in every corner. Jesus said His disciples are “the salt of the earth.” It seems to me that if this society is freefalling into the morass of sin the church is, at least partially, to blame. Salt preserves. It does not eradicate decay but it slows down the process. If the church would once again be “the salt” would the moral decay in our society slow down? 

B.
Darkness (2 Tim 3:7; Rom 1:21-22)

Our world is in a state of great spiritual darkness. Mankind, in spite of his great physical, materialist strides in knowledge, is in the state of spiritual darkness. As the Apostle Paul put it, unbelievers are, “Always learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth” (2 Tim 3:7). We believe we are wise and yet the Bible proclaims, “Claiming to be wise, they became fools” (Rom 1:22). We are incapable of helping ourselves in this matter. We are incapable of straightening out our lives. We boast of our enlightened state. We believe we possess all the necessary knowledge to live successfully and yet we grope in darkness. Personal addictions, failed marriages and relations, social upheaval, and wars are our plight; or better our blight. Without Christ all is dark! The Bible teaches that all are, “dwelling in darkness.” They remain in darkness until they see, “a great light” and that light is Christ (Matt 4:16). We claim to be wise and yet Paul reveals, “They became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened” (Rom 1:21).

II.
The plan (Matt 5:13, 14)

“You are the salt of the earth. You are the light of the world” (Matt 5:13, 14). In both of these verses the Greek word translated “you” is empathic and plural. It could be translated “you all are the only salt” and “you all are the only light.” If we fail to function as salt and light there is no one else, or no other group, that can come and take our place. It is the church’s responsibility, and only the church’s, to retard the decay and illuminate the darkness. Notice we are not commanded to be salt and light. Our Lord simply states that we “are” salt and light. It is not a command but a fact. You all ARE the only salt and light. The only question is, are we flavoring society and letting our light shine?

In his commentary on Matthew, John MacArthur shares this story, “Some years ago a magazine carried a series of pictures that graphically depicted a tragic story. The first picture was of a vast wheat field in western Kansas. The second showed a distressed mother sitting in a farmhouse in the center of the field of wheat. The accompanying story explained her four-year-old son had wandered away from the house and into the field when she was not looking. The mother and father looked and looked all day but the little fellow was too short to see or be seen over the wheat. The third picture showed dozens of friends and neighbors who had heard of the boy’s plight and who has joined hands the next morning to make a long human chain as they walked through the field searching. The final picture was of the heartbroken father holding his lifeless son who had been found too late and had died of exposures. The caption underneath read, ‘O God, if only we had joined hands sooner.
” MacArthur goes on to say, “The world is full of lost souls who cannot see their way above the distractions and barriers of the world and cannot find their way to the Father’s house until Christians join together as salt and light and sweep through the world in search of them.
”


A.
Salt (James 1:27; Isa 55:1-2; John 4:10-14)

To the Greeks salt was divine. To the Romans the only thing more valuable than salt was the sun. Roman soldiers were often paid with salt. From that practice originated the phrase, “worth his salt.” In ancient cultures salt was used to indicate friendship. If two parties ate salt together it was a binding agreement to look out for one another. Salt was used to bind a covenant. When parties ate salt together it sealed an agreement much like having a document notarized today.

Many suggestions have been made as to what Jesus meant when He said Christians are salt. One suggestion was purity. Because salt is white, the color of purity, Jesus is saying that Christians are to be pure. According to this understanding Christians are to live holy lives and help purify the world.

Another suggestion is that salt creates thirst. Anyone eating a handful of salty potato chips soon understands this. Christians are to produce a spiritual thirst in unbelievers so they will realize that only Christ will satisfy their thirst.

Both of these are certainly true. James tell us, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world” (James 1:27). If we demonstrate such purity in life others will be drawn to Christ. 

It is also true that only Jesus satisfies human spiritual thirst. Isaiah gives this invitation, “Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price. Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy? Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food” (Isa 55:1-2). Only Jesus, the living water, quenches thirst. To the woman at the well Jesus promised, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.’ The woman said to him, ‘Sir, you have nothing to draw water with, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? Are you greater than our father Jacob? He gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did his sons and his livestock.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (John 4:10-14).

While both of the above are true, I’m not sure they are the primary meanings. The main idea seems to be preservation. The world is in a state of moral, spiritual decay and the function of salt is to retard that decay. There are two other lesser, possible, meanings as well. The Christian is to be peculiar and piquant.



1.
Peculiar (1 Peter 2:9; Eph 4:17-19)
But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his marvellous light” (1 Peter 2:9 KJV). The King James translation tells us we are a peculiar people; the meaning is that we are different from the world. “Salt is essentially different from the medium in which it is placed and in a sense it exercises all its qualities by being different.
” As the salt of the earth, Christians are to be different from unbelievers.

Paul commands us to live differently than unbelievers. “Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. They have become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity” (Eph 4:17-19). Let me give you four ways our lives are to be different from unbelievers. This, of course, is not a complete list.




a.
Live by faith (2 Cor 5:7; Heb 11)




b.
Live the commandments (2 John 5-6)




c.
Live in good works (Eph 2:10)




d.
Live in wisdom (Eph 5:15-16)



2.
Piquant (1 Peter 3:14-16)

Another characteristic of salt is that it adds flavor. Life without Christ is flavorless. Look at the pleasure driven world today. Inventing new ways of attempting to find pleasure and yet in the end it is all tasteless. Without Christ life is meaningless or as Solomon says it is all “vanity.” Christianity adds flavor to life. Christians must stir up a hunger for the Bread of Life that others may find meaning and purpose. “But even if you should suffer for righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame” (1 Peter 3:14-16).



3.
Preservative

The central and primary meaning of this metaphor is that of a preservative. Christians, as salt, are to retard the decay of sin in this world. This, I believe, is Jesus’ real reason for calling Christians, “the salt of the earth.”

When the church is peculiar in its walk she will retard the decay of sin in society. When the church adds flavor, or meaning, to life sin will be retarded in society. How does this happen? It happens as others come to a living faith in Jesus. True revival always affects society; it arrests the decay of sin.

“Helen Ewing was saved as a young girl in Scotland and gave her life completely to the lordship of Christ. When she died at the age of 22 it is said that all Scotland wept. She had expected to serve God as a missionary in Europe and had become fluent in the Russian language. But she was not able to fulfill that dream. She had no obvious gifts such as speaking or writing, and she had never traveled far from home. Yet by the time she died she had won hundreds of people to Jesus Christ. Countless missionaries mourned her death because they knew a great channel of their spiritual strength was gone. She had risen every morning at five in order to study God’s Word and to pray. Her diary revealed that she regularly prayed for over three hundred missionaries by name. Everywhere she went the atmosphere was changed. If someone was telling a dirty story, he would stop if he saw her coming. If people were complaining, they would become ashamed of it in her presence. An acquaintance reported that while she was Glasgow University she left the fragrance of Christ wherever she went. In everything she said and did she was God’s salt.
”

Are you salting your sphere of life? Do others ask you about your hope? Do you arrest the spread of sin? Are you preserving society by sharing the gospel of life? You will if you are peculiar and piquant. God help us to be salt. 
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