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“You are the light of the world…” (from Matthew 5:13-20) 

• Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth… You are the light of the world…” 
Reflecting on these words, John Shea writes the following:  

We are something we may not realize. We are a potential that may not 
be actualized, a gift that may not be developed, a high calling that 
may not be heeded. When this happens, people loose their flavor.   1

• Salt is for preservation, and light is for illumination. The individualism of our 
culture disposes us to hear these words primarily as they might be applied to 
ourselves. As if Jesus is saying something like, “I have given you the preserving 
salt of my presence, so that you may endure and last forever.” Or, as if he was 
saying, “I have given you my light, so that you might have illumination within 
yourself.” But that’s not what he says!  

• What he means is something more like this: “You are meant to be like salt for 
the earth… You were made to be like light for the world.” The preservation and 
illumination are for the world around us. And God’s preserving, flavoring and 
illuminating presence is imparted to us precisely so that it can be given to 
others, through us. This is why he says, “Let your light shine before others…”  2

• You may recall how I have spoken before about Jesus’ shared vocation. This is 
actually quite an expansive idea, which goes all the way back in the Bible’s long 
story to the call of Abraham.  After the disaster of the Tower of Babel, God 3

makes a new start of things by summoning Abraham, a childless older man, to 
journey to a new land. To Abraham, God gives three promises: the new land 
itself; a family that will extend from his own offspring; and, that through his 
inheritance, he will become a source of blessing to all the peoples of the earth. 
Each of these promises plays an important role in the rest of the Bible, but 
particularly the third promise, that in Abraham all the families of the earth shall 
be blessed. We can rightly call this the vocation or particular calling of 
Abraham. Through Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, and through the subsequent  
generations of their offspring, Abraham’s vocation becomes Israel’s vocation.  
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• We hear in Isaiah today, a clear reference to this theme that Israel is to be a 
source of light, in and for the world.  Through Israel, God’s redemptive power 4

will break out in the world, as her people manifests God’s righteousness in 
response to other people who are in need. After a rather uneven history of 
trying to live into this calling, Israel’s vocation was, in time, fulfilled in Jesus’ 
vocation, a vocation that is now shared with us. 

• Using the handout I’ve put with your worship bulletin, let’s pray the words from 
the Third Song of Isaiah together,  which involve this theme of light:  [handout] 5

• Here, in a wonderful canticle we use in Morning Prayer, the Lord has spoken 
through Isaiah in a way that can re-shape our sense of vocation. Though we are 
separated from the circumstances of Near Eastern peoples from twenty five 
hundred years ago, we also understand light and darkness, just as we see the 
same sun and moon. We still yearn for the revealing of glory. We still seek the 
Holy One of Israel. 

• Let’s turn to the bottom of the handout, to Luke’s canticle, The Song of Simeon. 
It is often used in Evening Prayer.  Let’s pray it together:  [Handout] 6

• Using similar imagery involving light and darkness, Luke records Simeon’s 
prophecy about Jesus, when the child is presented in the Temple 40 days after 
his birth. Through the promise of our God, light will illumine the world to 
enlighten the nations. He will be “the dawn from on high,” the bright sun of a 
new morning, whose light will shine upon us, and glow in our hearts. 

• Now, the point of all this is not simply for us to be comforted by holy words 
spoken to other people at another time. All these words speak to us, because 
they are meant for us, as well. This is why we we use them in our worship as 
canticles. It is why we also turn again and again to Jesus’ words in the Sermon 
on the Mount. But his words give us more than vision about how we might 
think and live. Jesus communicates our new identity, and an essential feature of 
our new being, in and through him. He says to his listeners what he also says to 
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us, “You are the light of the world!” Not that you might be, or you should be… 
He says, You are the light of the world! 

• With just these few words, Jesus makes a connection between ideas and 
identity, between how we think about ourselves and how we live. Israel, having 
been delivered from bondage in Egypt, and given the abiding presence of 
God through his holy Law, was called to become a light to the nations. Over 
the centuries, Israel humanly struggled to realize this holy vocation, this high 
calling, a struggle with which we can relate. And so, in time, it pleased God to 
rekindle the gift, but confer it a new way. Jesus became the light of the world. 
The vocation or high calling of Israel became the vocation of Jesus, for he is 
the light of the world.  7

• But then comes our surprise, a surprise whose implications may make us 
uncomfortable. We notice that, selflessly, Jesus passed along the gift. He 
shared his vocation with his disciples and other followers, whom he 
empowered to become bearers of his presence. And he said to them, just as 
he says to us, you are the light of the world! With those words, Jesus signaled 
that his vocation as the Messiah would become the vocation of the Church, the 
renewed Israel. 

• Well, what exactly does this mean? We can only use symbolic language with 
which to answer that question. But it is powerful language, because at some 
deep level within ourselves, we all understand it. All that Israel was meant to 
be, Jesus became. And all that Jesus became, shows us all that we are meant to 
be, and become. The audacity of these words may startle us. But they are true. 

• Light reveals beauty. Light illuminates goodness. And light discloses truth. As it 
does these things, light beckons our interest and attention, and light shines a 
pathway forward. This may remind us of what the Gospel says about John the 
Baptizer, “…he came to testify to the light. [And] the true light, which enlightens 
everyone, was coming into the world.”  This light, which still shines in the 8

darkness, is now present in the world through us.  Because Jesus shared his 9

own calling with us, we have received his vocation to be the light of the world. 
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Through his gift, we now see the light of the world in each other. You and I, 
through grace ~we are the light of the world! 

• We will hear more from the Sermon on the Mount next Sunday. As we do, we’ll 
begin to see what all this means in practice, through how we live in this messy, 
complicated and often cruel world.  The way Jesus encourages us to live 10

might sound like he is just laying down ethical rules for us to follow. But that is 
not the case. We have to understand the foundation for his words in order to 
be able to live into them rightly. And the foundation for his words is Israel’s 
vocation to be the light of the world. It is the vocation that he fulfilled, and then 
shared with us. As we live into him, and into his vocation, we then live into new 
ways of behaving and acting in the world. 

Matthew 5:13-20 

Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be 
restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot. 

“You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one after lighting a 
lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the 
house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good 
works and give glory to your Father in heaven. 

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to 
abolish but to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not 
one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished. Therefore, whoever 
breaks one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be 
called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be 
called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that 
of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
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Notes: 

 John Shea, The Spiritual Wisdom of the Gospels for Christian Preachers and Teachers: Matthew, Year 1

A, On Earth as It Is in Heaven (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2004), p. 73, emphasis added.

 From our Gospel reading, Matthew 5:13-20.2

 See Genesis 12:1-3, where he is initially called Abram. God changes his name to Abraham in Genesis 3

17:5.

 See Isaiah 58:1-12.4

 Canticle 11, The Book of Common Prayer, p. 87, based on Isaiah 60:1-3, 11a, 14c, 18-19.5

 The Book of Common Prayer, p. 120, based on Luke 2:29-32.6

 As he says, in John 8:12 and 9:5.7

 See John 1:8-9, emphasis added.8

 To build on John 1:5.9

 Next Sunday’s Gospel reading follows directly upon todays words, from Matthew 5:13-20. We will re-10

visit the further significance of Jesus’ words, “Let your light shine before others, so that they may see 
your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven,” the first part of which is quoted above.
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