Influence Society (Matthew 5:13-16)
“An ancient Greek myth tells of a goddess who came to earth unseen but whose presence was always known by the blessings she left behind in her pathway. Trees burned by forest fires sprouted new leaves, and violets sprang up in her footprints. As she passed a stagnant pool its water became fresh, and parched fields turned green as she walked through them. Hills and valleys blossomed with new life and beauty wherever she went. Another Greek story tells of a princess sent as a present to a king. She was as beautiful as Aphrodite and her breath was as sweet as perfume. But she carried with her the contagion of death and decay. From infancy she had fed on nothing but poison and became so permeated with it that she poisoned the very atmosphere around her. Her breath would kill a swarm of insects; she would pick a flower and it would wither. A bird flying too close would fall dead at her feet.”
“Woodrow Wilson told the story of being in a barbershop one time. ‘I was sitting in a barber chair when I became aware that a powerful personality had entered the room. A man had come quietly in upon the same errand as myself to have his hair cut and sat in the chair next to me. Every word the man uttered, though not the least didactic, showed a personal interest in the man who was serving him. And before I got through with what was being done to me I was aware I had attended an evangelistic service, because Mr. D. L. Moody was in the chair. I purposely lingered in the room after he had left and noted the singular affect that his visit had brought upon the barber shop. They talked in undertones. They did not know his name, but they knew something had elevated their thoughts, and I felt that I left that place as I should have left a place of worship” (MacArthur, John (1985). The MacArthur New Testament Commentary, Matthew 1-7. Chicago: Moody Press).
“No human being can come into this world without increasing or diminishing the sum total of human happiness, not only of the present but of every subsequent age of humanity. No one can detach himself from this connection. There is no sequestered spot in the universe, no dark niche along the disc of nonexistence to which he can retreat from his relations with others, where he can withdraw the influence of his existence upon the moral destiny of the world. Everywhere his presence or absence will be felt. Everywhere he will have companions who will be better or worse because of him. It is an old saying, and one of the fearful and fathomless statements of import, that we are forming characters for eternity. Forming characters? Whose? Our own or others? Both. And in that momentous fact lies the peril and responsibility of our existence. Who is sufficient for the thought? Thousand of my fellow beings will yearly enter eternity with characters differing from those they would have carried thither had I never lived. The sunlight of that world will reveal my finger marks in their primary formations and in their successive strata of thought and life” (Elihu Burrit).
 “We now come to a new and fresh section in the Sermon on the Mount. In verses 3-12 our Lord and Savior has been delineating the Christian character. Here at verse 13 He moves forward and applies His description. Having seen what the Christian is, we now come to consider how the Christian should manifest this. Or, if you prefer it, having realized what we are, we must now go on to consider what we must be” Lloyd-Jones, D. Martin (1996). Studies in the Sermon on the Mount. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company). In our present text Jesus teaches about the influence of His people for God and for good.
God did not save us to take us to heaven immediately. He does not desire that we remove ourselves from the world like a sequestered monk. He has left us here to influence society. Remember the prayer of Jesus, “I do not ask that you take them out of the world, but that you keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world” (John 17:15-18). However, we must not get entangled in the “things” of this present evil age. “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him” (1 John 2:15).

Our Lord warned of the dangers of being trapped by this world in the parable of the sower and the seed. “Hear then the parable of the sower: When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what has been sown in his heart. This is what was sown along the path. As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy, yet he has no root in himself, but endures for a while, and when tribulation or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately he falls away. As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it proves unfruitful. As for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands it. He indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty” (Matt 13:18-23).

Our lives should be so radically different that unbelievers will respond to us in two ways. The first way, we learned about last week, persecution in one form or the other. The other response is with favor and these people will turn to Christ for salvation. The Apostle Paul wrote of these two responses. “But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and through us spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of him everywhere. For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, to one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to life” (2 Cor 2:14-16).

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 societies, are 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).

Several times since the creation of the world God has stepped in and openly judged the world because of its wickedness. The first account, of course, was in the days of Noah (Gen 6:1-7). God destroyed the earth, except for those in the ark, with a worldwide flood.
After the flood man again rebelled against God and was judged at the tower of Babel. This time the judgment was in the form of a confusion of languages (Gen 11:1-9). Later, in the time of Abraham, God destroyed the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah for their sin (Gen 18:17-21; 19:24-25).

God promised the land of Canaan to Abraham and his descendents. They could not immediately occupy the Promised Land for this reason—“The iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete” (Gen 15:12-16). Let this be a warning to all nations that believe they can defy the living God and escape the consequences. Let all heed the warning God gave to His chosen people, “"You shall therefore keep all my statutes and all my rules and do them, that the land where I am bringing you to live may not vomit you out” (Lev 20:22).

More often God judges sin by the removal of His restraining grace. We find this truth in Paul’s letter to the Romans 1:18-32. However, at the end of the age, God will once again directly judge this world for its sin. “But by the same word the heavens and earth that now exist are stored up for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly. But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed” (2 Pet 3:7-10).
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? 
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