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BIBLE STUDY on Matthew 5 v 13 – 20  
(For group use or adapted for individual use)
Icebreaker  (to warm up)

Think of as many uses of salt as you can.  Then do the same for a lamp or other light source.
Looking at the text  (for exploration and understanding)

· This is part of the Sermon on the Mount.  Look back to chapter 5 v 1 for the context.

· v 13  Search on the internet for answers to the question ‘Can salt lose its flavour?’  
There are some interesting articles!

· v 14  Lamps in biblical times would have been very simple. Search online for ‘ancient oil lamps’ to read descriptions and to see what they would have looked like. 

· v 16  Matthew uses the phrase ‘Father in heaven’ or ‘Heavenly Father’ 17 times, whilst Mark and Luke use it only once each, and John does not use it at all.  Discuss whether this is related to the fact that Matthew uses the phrase ‘Kingdom of heaven’ rather than ‘Kingdom of God’ – it is thought that this is because the Jewish Christians who formed the readership still found it difficult to mention God’s name as in Old Testament times.

· v 17  For the Jews, their Law was found in the first 5 books of the Old Testament.  The writings of the Prophets included the major and minor prophetic books that are grouped together at the end of the Hebrew Bible – check out how many of them there are.  However, when ‘The Law and the Prophets’ was spoken about, as here, the phrase included the historical books as well so, in effect, the books of the whole Old Testament was intended.

· What do you think Jesus meant by fulfilling the Law?

· What is the essence of what Jesus is saying in verses 18 – 20?

· How do you think Jesus intended people to ‘surpass the righteousness of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law’?

Applying it to ourselves  (for discussion)   
In a group, you may like to divide in two for discussions of 1a and 1b.

1a.
 What does it mean to be ‘salt’ in a society?  Perhaps think of the question in a culture other 
 
than your own.  Then explore what it means to be ‘salt’ in your own society and culture.
1b. What does it mean to be ‘light’ in a society?  Repeat the process above.

2.
Summarise in your own words what Jesus is saying about the Law in this passage.  


Discuss what importance we give to the Old Testament in our Christian world today.  

What guidelines would you give contemporary Christians studying the Old Testament?

Action  (for thinking about)

Take time, individually, to think of one action or thought or change in attitude that you are going to leave the group with.  Then move into prayer.  
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Sunday in the lectionary:  Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time YEAR A
For use in connection with the gospel reading the fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time.  

Call to Worship

‘Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth! 

Worship the Lord with gladness; come before him with joyful songs…’  Psalm 100 v 1 – 2 

Hymn  StF 57 ‘Let all the world in every corner sing’ by George Herbert (1593 – 1633)

Opening Prayer

Whilst your hymnbook is open at no. 57, use the hymn at no. 56 ‘King of glory, King of peace’ (also by George Herbert) to form the basis of your opening prayer.

Psalm set for today: Psalm 112 v 1 – 9 (10)
Old Testament Reading set for today: Isaiah 58 v 1 – 9a  (optional)

Hymn  StF 658 ‘A charge to keep I have’ by Charles Wesley (1707 – 1788)

To think about

To prepare for the Gospel reading today, think about the difference salt makes to a dish, and about its other uses in our society. Then, think about the difference an ancient oil lamp would have made in the dark, and the difference electric lighting makes to rooms, homes and streets.

Gospel Reading set for today: Matthew 5 v 13 – 20 
Reflection

Last week, we read the first section of Matthew chapter 5 in which Jesus praises the sorrowful, the meek, the merciful, the persecuted, the ‘pure in heart’.  Now, in the same sermon, he goes on to talk vividly about the effect such people – who are receiving from God – can have on their community and the world. Being meek, or poor in spirit, does not mean being diffident or wishy washy! On the contrary, it means receiving from God in abundance so that God’s work can be done in the world, and God’s Kingdom revealed. Christians are to be salty, making a difference, speaking out when necessary, acting to pursue God’s purposes. Christians are to be light in darkness, showing what the real situation is like by their own speech and actions. They are to let their ‘good deeds’ be a model, and a witness, to others. Can we ever live up to the demands of being both salt and light? This important question in the life of Christian discipleship can only be responded to by one answer.  It is the answer given in the Methodist Covenant Service when we wonder how we can promise to surrender everything and let God have control of our lives: ‘…the power to do all these things is given to us in Christ, who strengthens us.’ It is as we immerse ourselves in Father, Son, Spirit – made possible by the poverty of spirit of the Beatitudes – that we become secure in the Father’s love, that we are lit by the light of Christ (the ultimate Light of the World), and that we are infused with the saltiness of the Holy Spirit working in our lives.

Hymn  StF 504  ‘May the mind of Christ my Saviour’ by Katie Barclay Wilkinson (1859 – 1928) 

Prayers of Intercession and Lord’s Prayer

We pray for our world…  for the church…  for our local community…  for families & friends…

Say the Lord’s Prayer…

Hymn  StF 397 ‘The Spirit lives to set us free’ by Damian Lundy  (1944 – 1996)  

Blessing

May the blessing of God: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, be with us, and with all those whom we love and care for, this day and for evermore. Amen.

EXTRA RESOURCE ON MATTHEW 5 v 13 – 16

A possibility this week is to use the track ‘You are the Light of the World’ from the musical ‘Godspell’.  It is based on the lectionary passage and has a verse for both ‘light’ and ‘salt’.

The lyrics and soundtrack are easily found on the internet.

EXERCISE for groups, individuals or congregational worship
In a group, divide into two groups with one group focussing on the ‘salt’ image and one group focussing on ‘light’.

Think about the characteristics and properties of each subject and the difference each makes to our current society.

Come back together as a larger group and share your findings.  

If you are on your own, think about ‘salt’ first and then go through the same process with ‘light’.

Then think about anything that you have learned from this exercise.
If you are using this in worship, split the congregation in two and, after getting them to think for a moment or two, ask one side for thoughts about the properties of salt and then the other side, about the properties of light. 

Perhaps ask the congregation to think about whether they would rather be described as ‘the salt of the earth’ OR ‘the light of the world’.

Conclude with listening to the reading being read again.

EXTRA RESOURCE ON MATTHEW 5 v 13 – 16

Alternative/Additional Reflection for Worship Sheet by Steve Jones (2023)
What is a Salty Christian?  Being a Christian is not a private pastime. Our faith is not for our own benefit. The words ‘Light of the World’ and ‘Salt of the Earth’ bring duties and responsibilities.

Salt has three qualities: Purity, Preservative, Flavour.

Purity: Salt comes from what was considered to be the purest of things, the sun and the sea. So if Christians are to be the salt of the Earth they must be an example of purity. We live in a world where standards are being lowered.  The Christian must be the person who does their best to hold aloft the standards of purity in speech, conduct and thought. The challenge is not to withdraw, but to be part of the world, working to bring the goodness of Christ into the world around us.

Preservative: In the ancient world salt was the preservative most widely used. If the Christian is to be the salt of the Earth he must be an ‘antiseptic’ influence in life. It is easy to be good in some people’s presence. With others it is easy to be ‘led astray’ I think of my old school reports which sometimes said “Easily Led”. We must be people of influence. We cannot stand back and grumble about all the things that a wrong in this world if we are not prepared to go out of our way to change things for the better.  We must be the type of person whose presence defeats corruption and makes it easier for others to be good.

Flavour: Without salt food is insipid and lacking in flavour. Christianity is to life what salt is to food. Christianity lends flavour to life. It is a tragedy that Christians are so often associated with taking the flavour out of life. Robert Louis Stevenson:- “I have been to church today, and I am not depressed.”  Wesley Parfit (Minister St. John’s Luton) “Methodists are no longer people that don’t, I am pleased they are now people who do”.

People need to discover the beauty and radiance of the Christian faith.  Serene in a worried world.

Full of joy in a depressed world.  The Christian must be diffuser of joy.  Jesus went on to say if the salt becomes insipid, it was fit only to be thrown out and trodden down. To fulfil our purpose as Christians we must bring to life the purity, the antiseptic power and the flavour of a life in Christ. If not, then we are useless and we invite disaster. How then do we meet this tall order? Do we have the ability ourselves to reach the standards of Christian perfection that would make us the salt of the earth? Not by ourselves and not by the earthly things do we achieve this, but by the gift of light by the grace of God. Replace in our hearts the desire for possessions etc. and put there the light and love of God. Then and only then can we be the Salt and the Light of the World.

Steve Jones (Local Preacher in the Central Norfolk Circuit)

EXTRA RESOURCE ON MATTHEW 5 v 17 – 20

There are two levels of understanding going on here. On a surface level, it would seem impossible to Jesus’ listeners to exceed the righteousness of the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law. They had extended, and extrapolated, the laws set down in the Old Testament to a ridiculous extent so that there were so many sub-laws and regulations to be followed and adhered to. But the religious leaders did not serve the spirit behind the Law NOR the God behind the spirit. To ‘surpass the righteousness of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law’ entailed, and entails, being totally committed to the God from whom the Old Testament law emanated, obeying God’s essential instructions (not taking them to the nth unnecessary degree), and acting out of God’s love, grace, justice and holiness. 

EXTRA RESOURCE: HYMN to the tune Bunessan (StF no. 136 ‘Morning has broken’)

Based on Matthew 5 v 1 – 12 (last week’s passage)

Blessèd are those whose
spirits are empty;
knowing their need of
God and God’s word.

People and places,
pride and ambition,
get in the way of
drawing on God.

Blessèd are those who
mourn with hearts heavy.

Feeling the loss of
loved ones held dear.

In need of comfort,
friendship and guidance,
Jesus is with us:

God’s always near.

Blessèd are those who
show love and mercy.

Loving their neighbour,
serving each one.

Acting with kindness -
so God will honour -
mercy for mercy:
God’s kingdom come.

Blessèd are those for
whom persecution
comes with their faith as
hatred is giv’n.

So were the prophets 

treated before them;

all are rewarded -
glory in heav’n.

Blessèd are we as
we too are humble.

Aiming for goodness –

God in all things.

Looking to Jesus,
loving our neighbour;
many the blessings,
serving God brings.
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