Sermon on the Mount overview 3 -- Matthew 5:13 – 16. 

A few years ago I read a book by Richard Keyes called, ‘Chameleon or Tribe’. In this book, Keyes urges Christians to become aware of two negative tendencies that we might subconsciously adopt when relating to the world. The first tendency is to become overly defensive towards unbelieving people because they are different to us and make us feel uncomfortable. To illustrate this Keyes uses the example of musk oxen who, when feeling threatened, huddle together, pointing their heads inward and hind legs outward, in order to kick at the enemy if it comes too close. Perhaps you have experienced churches or Christians that react like this to those who are from the outside. Keyes calls this a ‘tribal’ mentality.  

Keyes then goes on to describe what he calls the ‘chameleon’ tendency, which is the polar opposite of the tribal tendency.  The chameleon has become a popular symbol of people who ‘change their colours’ in order to blend with the world around them. Paul talks about becoming all things to all people in order to draw people to Christ. But this is not the goal of the Christian chameleon. The chameleon becomes all things to all people in order to be liked and accepted by them – full stop. If living like Christ is likely to ostracize them from others, chameleons simply quit acting like a Christ and start acting the way that the others are acting. You may have also experienced churches or Christians that have worked so hard at becoming like the world that they have lost their Christian distinctiveness. 

Jesus’ himself was obviously aware of these two human tendencies when he instructed his followers to be ‘the salt of the earth and the light of the world’ (Matthew 5:13 – 16).  Salt and light, by their very nature, are agents of change. Salt preserves and gives flavour to food, and light shines in the darkness and helps us to see where we are going.  Jesus talks about how ridiculous it would be to light a candle in the dark and then hide it under a bowl. Rebecca Pippert, in her popular book on evangelism called, ‘Out of the Shalt Shaker and into the World’ continues down Jesus’ line of thinking by getting us to think about how useless salt is to us if it never leaves the saltshaker. Jesus brought salvation to the world by both coming into the world as an agent of change and interacting with people of this world in order to change them. Today Jesus has commissioned his church to continue this work of salvation by living like him as we interact and build relationships with the people of this world. So are we Christ-like enough to be agents of change in a sinful world? Do we interact with the world enough to let those who don’t know Jesus experience him through us? 
In Matthew 5:13 Jesus asks the question, “…but if salt loses its saltiness, then how will it become salty again?” Jesus doesn’t answer this question in this passage, but much of Jesus’ teaching is dedicated to helping his followers become brighter light and saltier salt (in other words, to become more like him). The more we become like Christ (through discipleship), the more effective we will be at drawing people to Christ. We must remember that Jesus came to do more than just present his followers with some teachings from God. Jesus came to be a living picture of what God is like. One time when Jesus’ disciple Philip said to Jesus, “Just show us the Father, and that will be enough for us” Jesus replied, “Don’t you know who I am? Anyone who has seen me has also seen the Father [in me]” (John 14:8 – 9). Jesus came to draw people to God by showing them the love of God through his own life. Therefore, we must follow Jesus’ lead. We shouldn’t just evangelise by telling people about Jesus’ love for them. We should also evangelise by letting the love of Jesus shine through our own lives so that they might be drawn to this love. Remember that Jesus didn’t say that people would know that we are his disciples by how much information we know about him. He said that all people would know that we are his disciples by the love that we have for one another (John 13:35). Because God is love, it is vital that the love of God, through Jesus Christ, can be seen in our lives. 

Finally, we must remember that in Jesus’ time, not everyone who met Jesus liked him. Therefore, just because Jesus lives in us does not mean that everyone will automatically feel drawn to us, or to Jesus. In fact Jesus said, “If they hate me, they will hate you also”. But whether someone is drawn to us because of Jesus, or if they avoid us because of Jesus, our responsibility remains to show others Christ through our own lives and through our relationships with other believers. This is not just our religious duty – it is who we are. Through Christ, we are the salt of the earth, and we are the light of the world. 

