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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
The relationship between faith and public life, between church and state, is a long and complicated 
one. If you’re interested in details, I’ll be teaching a survey of church history for the synod next 
year at this time. If you can’t wait until then, I can recommend some books. This question has been 
in the news lately. In a nutshell, you could say that attitudes have been divided between those who 
think of their faith as a private, personal matter that has nothing to do with the dominant culture, 
and those who think they can influence the dominate culture and use the power of the state to 
further the interests of the church, or even as a means to bringing God Kingdom into being. And 
before you jump to conclusions, let me tell you that those in the latter category have spanned the 
political spectrum, from left to right. Because of the Reformation emphasis on individual faith, we 
Lutherans have tended to fall into the former category. We like to keep our faith private and 
individual. Today’s readings, and the weight of the biblical and Lutheran theological tradition, 
advocate for more of a middle ground – or maybe better, a judicious combination of emphases from 
both sides.  
 Let’s see if I can tease that out of our readings for you. I’m going to talk first about the 
context for our Gospel reading in the Gospel text we missed last week. Then I’ll have a few words 
to say about being salt and light, and finally what it means to fulfill the law and the prophets, with 
some observations from our first reading from the prophet Isaiah. I hope that those three areas will 
show us a way forward for our own lives of faith in our context. 
 So, first – some context. Today’s Gospel reading follows immediately on the Beatitudes 
from Matthew, which we didn’t read last week because we chose to observe the Presentation of Our 
Lord instead of the 4th Sunday after Epiphany. You remember the Beatitudes, right? “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit, … blessed are the peace makers… blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness sake…” If you were with us at the Taizé service in January, you heard them read then, 
because I knew that we were going to be missing them. In Matthew’s Gospel, these words are 
spoken to the disciples after they have left the crowds that Jesus has been teaching and healing over 
the course of several days and go up the mountain with Jesus for a little alone time. So Jesus is 
talking to the disciples when he speaks the Beatitudes, but until the very end of the list, he is talking 
about the crowds that they have left down below, and that they can probably still see from up on the 
mountain. You could even imagine Jesus pointing at them as he speaks.  
 That whole exercise was about reversing expectations. I can imagine the disciples, as they 
were leaving the crowds and going up the mountain, saying to each other, “At last! Now we can get 
away from those wretched throngs and spend some quality time learning about God and practicing 
the spiritual life.” But what Jesus says shatters their assumptions. “All those people we left down 
there, the poor, the meek, the persecuted – they’re all people that our religious leaders back in 
Jerusalem think are losers and cursed by God. And let’s face it, that’s what you think too, isn’t it? 
Well, guess what. I’m telling you that it is precisely those people that the Kingdom of Heaven is for. 
God is not cursing them, God is blessing them. 
 So then, what Jesus is saying at the beginning of our reading today is that the disciples are 
called to be God’s instruments in blessing those people. That’s their spiritual calling. That’s what it 
means to be salt and light. I just ran across a couple of scholars who have suggested a new way to 
understand what Jesus might be referring to here when he says “you are the salt of the earth.” They 
think that the word “earth” here might mean “earthen oven,” that is, and oven made of clay, which 
would have been a common feature at many peasant homes at this time. Those ovens were fueled 



by the dung of domestic animals, and salt was used as a catalyst to get the dung burning. This also 
might explain Jesus saying, in a passage from Luke, “I have come to bring fire to the earth.” That 
might mean, “I’ve come to light the oven...,” figuratively speaking. If these scholars are right, Jesus 
is giving those who follow him a more active and critical role in God’s mission than more 
traditional interpretations have allowed. “You are meant to be a spark to light a fire! Don’t lose your 
sparkiness!”   
 Another insight to this passage has to do with the lamp and the bushel. Apparently, a bushel 
is what was used to put out a lamp – in order to keep it from smoking up the room. So what Jesus is 
saying is, “no one lights a lamp to immediately put it out! You light the lamp and put it on the lamp 
stand.” “You’re a lamp! Stay lit, and cast your light on the darkness around you!” 
 Finally, Jesus moves on to talk about fulfilling the law and the prophets. The early 
Christian’s emphasis on Jesus’ death and resurrection freeing us from sin, death, and evil made it 
seem to some that the law and the prophets – shorthand for the Old Testament – was now irrelevant. 
Matthew wants them to know that is not so. Jesus is the fulfillment of everything God was doing 
from the creation until now. The law was about establishing right relationship with God and one 
another. But the history of God’s people shows that we are unable to keep it, or as we say in our 
confession, “we have not loved [God] with our whole heart, [and] we have not loved our neighbors 
as ourselves.” The prophets called out God's people for this, but also promised that God would see 
to it that the law got fulfilled by sending a Messiah. That is to say that God promised to establish the 
right relationships that we are incapable of making right ourselves. In Jesus we are reconciled and 
made right with God so that we can be reconciled and made right with one another. 
 I can’t finish without bringing in that first reading from Isaiah. Being reconciled and 
restoring right relationship means acknowledging what is currently wrong with our relationships – 
with God, with one another, and with the rest of creation, and owning up to what our part in that 
wrong has been. The prophet is announcing God’s judgment on a nation that doesn’t think it needs 
to be judged, that doesn’t know it’s in rebellion against God. They act “as if they were a nation that 
practiced righteousness.” They are pious people. They pray. They fast. We would say, “they go to 
church and mention God in their conversations and political speeches.” They expect that their 
displays of piety will win God’s favor. What more could God want? Isaiah tells them: stop their 
injustice. Stop oppressing and taking advantage of others. Feed the hungry, clothe the naked, house 
the homeless. This isn’t about individual acts of charity. This is about changing the whole 
oppressive system on which the nation operates, a system that benefits some by exploiting others. 
 This passage applies to us too. If we want to talk about being reconciled and made right with 
God in Jesus Christ so that we can be reconciled and made right with one another, that isn’t only 
about our neighbors, friends, and families. It’s about how we run our whole society and especially 
about how we structure our economy. If we take to heart God’s sacrificial, reconciling love for us in 
Jesus Christ – if that sinks in and takes hold of us – then that same sacrificial, reconciling love will 
make itself known in all aspects of our lives. And that will include our politics. There’s no way to 
keep that separated in it’s own little corner. Jesus used these very words of Isaiah to launch his 
public ministry in Luke’s Gospel. If we ignore them, and if we ignore those crowds at the bottom of 
the mountain here in Matthew, we might be missing his whole point.  
 Brothers and sister in Christ, all of this is to say that our faith is not just for ourselves. It is 
for the sake of the world. May we hear that for the truly good news that it is meant to be. May it 
take hold of us by the power of the Holy Spirit and guide our lives. And in the midst of the chaos 
and confusion of our present time, may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our 
hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


