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Our Character For Witnessing 

Matthew 5:13-16 
 

In his commentary on Matthew, John MacArthur 

includes the following story: “Some years ago a 

magazine carried a series of pictures that 

graphically depicted a tragic story. The first picture 

was of a vast wheat field in western Kansas. The 

second showed a distressed mother sitting in a 

farmhouse in the center of the field of wheat. The 

accompanying story explained that her four-year old 

son had wandered away from the house and into the 

field when she was not looking. The mother and 

father looked and looked all day but the little fellow 

was too short to see or be seen over the wheat. The 

third picture showed dozens of friends and 

neighbors who had heard of the boy’s plight and 

who had joined hands the next morning to make a 

long human chain as they walked through the field 

searching. The final picture was of the heartbroken 

father holding his lifeless son who had been found 

too late and had died of exposure. The caption 

underneath read, ‘O God, if only we had joined 

hands sooner.’” 
 

That, my friends, is the essence of our series on 

witnessing and the message to convey from our 

passage this morning in Matthew 5:13-16. While 

we witness individually, this passage reminds us 

that it is also a group effort of joining hands. 
 

My outline this morning is going to be very simple. 

From this passage we see first the character of a 

salty witness and second, we see the character of a 

shining witness. Interspersed in both points is the 

character of a sullied witness. 
 

In the Sermon on the Mount, as this series of verses 

in chapters 5-7 are known, Jesus begins with 

teaching about character. We call them the 

Beatitudes. From verses 1 and 2 we find that a 

large crowd has gathered with Jesus and the 

disciples up on a mountain. He began to teach them. 

Scholars believe it overlooked the Sea of Galilee. In 

this picturesque setting, we find Jesus sitting as He 

begins to teach. That was the customary position for 

a Rabbi teaching his disciples, a word that literally 

means listeners. People listened in as Jesus’  

instructions were primarily to the disciples.  
 

The entire sermon provides moral and ethical 

admonitions and may be summed up in the 

Beatitudes, which begin with the word “blessed.” It 

can also mean happy and refers to the well-being 

and spiritual joy a person has in adhering to these 

standards of conduct.  
 

Jesus expands on these short sayings by noting that 

how you live influences others. He uses two 

familiar illustrations to get His point across. If we 

consider what Jesus just said in the Beatitudes and 

then what He is going to say in the next four verses, 

we could sum it up with one word – INFLUENCE. 

When it comes to witnessing, character matters. 
 

I. THE CHARACTER OF A SALTY 

WITNESS – v. 13 
 

Jesus begins with a collective “you”. In the Greek 

it’s plural. He’s addressing the group of disciples as 

a whole. Take it individually if you like, because 

there is certainly that overtone that we each have a 

witness in our corner of the world, but collectively 

as a church, as the body of Christ, we have an 

influencing witness to the community around us and 

it’s evident in our character. Essentially, the 

question is this: What is the character we as a 

church convey or portray to the community? What 

kind of influence for Christ do we have? 
 

The word “you” conveys another thought. In the 

Greek it’s emphatic, meaning that there is force 

behind it. In a sense, Jesus is telling His disciples to 

stop and think about the weight of their influence, 

their character on others. Stop and noodle that for a 

moment. How we act wherever we are and with 

whomever we are around bears a long-lasting 

influence. Our behavior is no casual matter. Our 

reputation is based on our character. We are to take 

it seriously.  
 

Nineteenth century diplomat and social activist 

Elihu Burritt wrote something that should give us 

pause to consider. “No human being can come into 

this world without increasing or diminishing the 

sum total of human happiness, not only of the 
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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? Thousands 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.” 
 

What’s he saying? Essentially, he’s saying that you 

can’t hide in a hole somewhere and escape the 

reality and responsibility that who you are and how 

you live will have a direct impact on the lives of 

others whether it be for good or for bad. Call it 

character. Call it influence. Our character is a 

witness attesting to the validity of what we believe 

and in this case, what we believe about Jesus Christ 

and whether His teachings are taken seriously. How 

we live may determine whether someone spends 

eternity in heaven or hell. It’s a sobering thought 

that my actions and attitudes may effect someone’s 

eternal destiny. 
 

The old adage “Do I say, not as I do” has no 

business coming from the lives or lips of a true 

believer. I’ve been in the company of adults who 

have used profanity, but then told their child not to 

swear. You are a witness. 
 

The word “are” stresses being rather than doing. 

Simply put, it’s not about what you do necessarily 

in conduct, but who you are in character. Your 

conduct flows out of your character.  
 

Jesus then gives us His first descriptive lesson on  

the kind of character we should have. 

“You are the salt of the earth.” 
 

In the time period in which Jesus is making this 

statement, salt was a valuable commodity.  

Salt was used to bind a covenant between people, 

much as we would get a document notarized. 

Each Old Testament sacrifice included salt. 

The Romans believed that next to the sun, nothing 

was more valuable than salt. 

The Greeks believed salt was of divine origin. 
 

Salt was used to pay soldiers from which they 

would then use it to barter for other items. When 

you hear someone say that a person is “worth their 

salt”, it’s referring to the value of the person. In 

today’s market you can buy four pounds of salt for 

$1.50. If that’s the value of salt today, I wonder 

how much salt I would fetch if we still used salt as a 

form of payment? I can see Carl whirling that 

around in his noodle for a bit to bring up at the next 

Board meeting. 
 

Think about the value of salt. I learned this week 

that salt is made of two elements – sodium and 

chloride. Taken by itself, hydrogen chloride can be 

corrosive to the skin, eyes, nose and mucous 

membranes as well as the respiratory and 

gastrointestinal tracts. It can cause fluid to 

accumulate in the lung tissue. Ingestion can cause 

severe injury to the mouth, throat, esophagus and 

stomach. Effects of exposure include shock, 

circulatory collapse and some other medical terms I 

don’t know. It can even cause death. 
 

Add sodium and you have compound that is safe for 

ingestion and beneficial to the body. We need salt 

because without it, human life cannot be sustained.  
 

The first summer we had moved up to camp, I 

experienced heat exhaustion. Along with giving me 

water to rehydrate myself, the camp nurse also gave 

me salt tablets that I had to take for several days.  
 

I had my first taste of Gatorade running the Pictured 

Rocks Road Race in 1977. It was awful because it 

was warm and salty tasting.  Later on I came to 

understand that the ingredients help replenish lost  
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nutrients, like salt, from sweating. 
 

Taking in salt has value to the overall well-being of 

the body. Being salt to the world has value as well.  
 

Remember that unlike today with our modern 

refrigeration systems in which we can keep food for 

a week or so before becoming a science experiment, 

they used salt to preserve food. That way they 

weren’t tossing the leftovers to the dogs after every 

meal because the salt preserved the food.  
 

Salt also penetrates and flavors. Throw salt on ice in 

the winter and it melts through the ice helping it to 

dissolve. Put it on your broccoli and it adds flavor.  
 

Scholars generally have two views about this 

passage. The first is that as salt creates a thirst, so 

the believer who follows and obeys Christ, would 

through their life and character, create a thirst for 

greater information about what it means to be a 

Christian by observing our character.  
 

If we wonder why people may not ask us about the 

hope that is in us, maybe we’re too much like them. 

Maybe we’re not creating a thirst in others. 
 

The other view regarding salt is that it could mean 

that believers serve as a preservative against the 

evils of society. In other words, it can hold back 

decay. In the same way, by having a character that 

is Christ like, we can help keep back the tidal wave 

of wickedness in the world. Are we seeing an uptick 

in crime because the church has not been the 

influence in our culture that we should be? 
 

Whichever view, the important point is that for salt 

to remain effective, it must retain its basic character 

and actively engaged with what it comes in contact.  
 

A Greek myth talks of a goddess who came to earth. 

Though she was never seen, her presence was 

always evident. As she passed by burned forests, 

trees sprouted leaves, violets sprang up in her 

footprints. Stagnant pools of water became fresh, 

parched fields turned green. Hills and valleys 

sprang with new life. 
 

Andrew Murray was one such person who lived an  

extraordinary godly life that through his character 

and influence five of his six sons became ministers, 

four of his daughters married ministers, ten 

grandsons became ministers, and thirteen 

grandchildren became missionaries. 
 

Woodrow Wilson once told the story of going to the 

barbershop. He writes, “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 it was not in 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 that 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.” Character/Influence. 
 

Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote, “I might have 

entered the ministry if certain clergymen I knew had 

not looked and acted like undertakers.” 
 

It is purported that Gandhi once said, “If it weren’t 

for Christians, I would become one.” 
 

Are we adding flavor that makes Christianity such 

that others long to taste what they are missing? 

Is our character such that it helps preserve our 

world from decay? 

Are people different, changed for the better from 

having been in our presence? 
 

It is said that when Helen Ewing died, all Scotland 

wept. She was only 22 but she had impacted many 

lives for Christ. Her diary revealed that she woke 

every morning to pray, and she prayed for 300 

missionaries by name. When she entered a room 

and someone was telling an off-color story, they 

would stop. It they were complaining, they became 

ashamed. A friend reported that when she was at 

Glasgow University, she left the fragrance of Christ  
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wherever she went. She was God’s salt. 
 

Paul tells us in Colossians 4:6 that our conversation 

should always be full of grace, seasoned with salt, 

so that we may know how to answer everyone. We 

speak what is in the heart. 
 

But our passage tells us what will happen if we are 

not the kind of salt we should be. It says that we 

will lose our saltiness. That kind of salt “is no 

longer good for anything except to be thrown out 

and trampled by men.” 
 

As I understand from my study, salt does not 

diminish over time in its saltiness, but it loses its 

effectiveness if it is mixed with something else. The 

Dead Sea is the saltiest place on earth, but the salt is 

essentially without value as far as salt is concerned. 

It’s not because it is a poor grade of salt. The 

problem is because gypsum and other elements are 

mixed with the salt. It tastes flat and is foul 

smelling. In that way, it has lost its saltiness. 
 

Jesus says that this kind of salt is good for only one 

thing. Toss it out for people to trample on. In that 

day, some salt that had lost its effectiveness was put 

in a storage room in the Temple in Jerusalem, not to 

be used as part of the sacrifices that were offered 

but used in much the same way that we use salt in 

the winter. During the winter rains, the marble 

courtyard were slippery so they would spread salt 

around to reduce the slipperiness. It was also just 

thrown out on the dirt roads. 
 

Let me just say one more thing about being the salt 

of the earth. If you ever hear that said about 

someone else, or if it is said about you, be glad. It’s 

meant as a compliment. It speaks of your worth. 
 

So, let me ask you again from verse 13: what is our 

character like as believers? As a church? Are we 

moving people toward or away from the Savior? 

What kind of witness is our character? 
 

Let’s move on to the second illustration. 
 

II. THE CHARACTER OF A SHINING 

WITNESS – vv. 14-16 
 

Anyone who has walked around at night in their 

home without the lights on knows immediately the 

value of light after they ram their little toe into the 

leg of the sofa or coffee table. 
 

The same lessons that we saw in verse 13 about 

“you are” can be applied here in verse 14. Just as 

you don’t become salt, you are salt, so it is with 

light. You don’t become light, you are light. Or 

maybe we should state that we are only light 

because Christ who is the light resides in us, and we 

shine His light through us.  
 

For me, the question becomes what kind of light am 

I? How bright is my light? What might dim my light 

for Christ? Am I a light shining or am I a light 

shade?  

“You are the light of the world.” 
 

I know I’m preaching to the choir because you 

already know this but let me remind you that light is 

meant to shine, to give direction. Again, when you 

look back at the Beatitudes in verses 3-10, they are 

intended to be the kind of character visible in your 

life. They are the right path to follow. Lived out, 

they light the way for others to see Christ. 
 

No disrespect to dime stores, but I don’t want to be 

a dime store flashlight. They don’t work all that 

well and they break easily. I want to be a shoreline 

beacon on a rugged coast pointing people away 

from the danger of a shipwrecked life. 
 

We are a light to the world.  

Ephesians 5:8-14a  
 

In other words, we know the contrast between light 

and darkness. Those who belong to Christ are light 

because according to I John 1:5, we belong to Him 

who is light. And those who don’t belong to Christ 

are still in darkness. We not only have our lives 

illuminated by God, but we also introduce His light 

to others by our character as we see in the 

remaining verses of the passage. The light of our 

character influences others.  
 

Those who are in Christ and have His light in them,  

produce what one author describes as “fruit of 

moral and ethical character.” (Galatians 5:22-23) 



5 

Fellowship Bible Church 10/2/2022 Pastor Howie Wideman 

A person that allows the light of Christ to shine in  

them and through them becomes conspicuous, 

visible, noticeable. Others will see a changed 

character and like a moth drawn to the light, so will 

those who are curious about your life. We have 

some great examples in people who were light like 

Joseph, Daniel, Shadrack, Meshack, and Abednego. 
 

Speaking through Isaiah, God says to Israel “I will 

make you a light for the Gentiles.” (Isaiah 49:6) 
 

Just as Israel was to be a light pointing people to 

God, so the Christian is to be a light pointing people 

to Christ. The light of our character is a witness. We 

are sent into the world, not to reflect the character 

of the world, not to absorb or become molded by 

the world, but to reflect the light of Christ. 
 

Exiled on the Island of Patmos, John had a vision. 

In his vision he saw seven lampstands. Standing 

among the lampstands was someone “like a son of 

man” or Jesus Himself. We discover that the seven 

lampstands represent seven churches. Jesus is about 

to issue a letter to each church. In six of the seven 

letters He calls on the church to repent for 

something they are doing which has dimmed their 

light, diminished their testimony. If they didn’t 

repent, their lampstand would be removed. 
 

As the body of Chris, we are the light of the world. 

Let’s not allow anything to diminish the brightness 

of our light in our community.  
 

In Bible days, homes were traditionally made of a 

single room. To light their home, a small bowl held 

olive oil. One end was pinched with a wick in that 

slot that fed oil up the wick that would then be lit. It 

wasn’t put on the floor but either on a lampstand or 

on a shelf in the wall to illuminate the whole room.  
 

Jesus says that when you light a lamp, it’s crazy to 

think that you would put it under a basket. It does 

no good when it is hidden like that. It needs to be 

visible to be effective.  
 

In the same way, He also says that a city can’t be 

hidden either. 
 

As Jesus was speaking, He may have pointed to a  

nearby town that loomed above the landscape, 

elevated in such a way that it was visible from 

anywhere you looked. Just as it’s impossible to hide 

a lamp that is uncovered, so it’s impossible to hide a 

city that sits on top of a hill. Both are visible. 
 

We shine as lights by our good explanation of the 

gospel as we proclaim it. 

We shine as lights by our good example of the 

gospel as we live it out for others to see. 
 

Good works can not refer to activities of deeds 

done, but also to our character, or attractiveness. 

When they see our godly character, the attention is 

not drawn to us, but to God who receives the glory.  
 

It is said that Scottish Pastor Robert Murray 

McCheyne shone with the radiance of such a godly 

life that people were known to fall to their knees 

and accept Christ as Savior when they looked at 

him. They found Christ to be irresistible just by his 

godly character. He was a visible light. 
 

A religious skeptic once had to spend the night in an 

inn with French pietist Francois Fenelon. It was said 

that the next morning he hurried out of the inn 

saying “If I spend another night with that man I’ll 

be a Christian in spite of myself.” 
 

Oh, if that were true of us, to have such godly 

character that the light in us shines so brightly that 

other people would desire Christ. By seeing godly 

character, people become convinced of the truth of 

the Christian faith and are drawn to the Savior.  We 

may have our commission from Christ, we may 

have the capability through the empowering Holy 

Spirit, we may have the courage and we may even 

have the commitment to witness, but do we have the 

godly character that will point others to Christ? Or 

is our testimony defiled or dimmed?  

Are we the salt of the earth we should be? 

Are we the light of the world we should be? 
 

As we join hands to sweep through our community, 

let the character of our lives be a clear witness for 

Christ. 


