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A Sermon preached by the Revd Canon Christopher Carolane, at the Choral Eucharist at St Paul’s
Cathedral on the Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany:

The Sermon on the Mount, part of which we read as our Gospel today, is perhaps one of the most
famous sections of the New Testament.
Beginning at the start of Matthew chapter 5 with the Beatitudes:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. …”
… and so on,
and continuing to the end of chapter 7 with the stories of the wise and foolish men who built their
houses on rock and sand respectively, where the wise man is like those who hear and act on Jesus’
words and the foolish is like those who hear but do not act on his words; it presents both wonderful
promises of God’s grace and provision for Jesus’ disciples, but also contains some of the most
difficult and apparently “impossible-to-achieve” teaching of Jesus.
Scholars are divided as to whether this is an actual sermon of Jesus, preached in its entirety on a
mountain, or whether it is a collection of sayings of Jesus that Matthew has collected and put together
as “a sermon” and made its setting a mountain top which is the traditional place of close encounters
with God and God’s revelation. I have a view on this and if you want to know what it is, please see
me afterwards. However, whether it is a single sermon or a collection of Jesus’ sayings, I think all
scholars agree that the Sermon on the Mount is full of wonderful declarations of God’s grace and
provision for Jesus’ followers, and also contains some most challenging teaching for those who live
under the reign and authority of God, as members of God’s Kingdom.
The pericope or section of the Sermon that is immediately before today’s Gospel reading is in fact all
nine of the Beatitudes. The last states:
Matt. 5:11 “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil
against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in
the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.
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Jesus is telling his disciples, and us, that living for him will result in persecution and opposition.
Christians will have to face taunts and lies being said about them because of Jesus. But the
wonderful promise of God is that we are (present tense) blessed and that we have the promise of a
reward in heaven (future tense) despite the persecution.
I am sure that like me, many of you were acutely aware of persecution and opposition because of our
faith in Jesus when the four young men were stopped from carrying out acts of terror against this
community and other Melbournians on Christmas Eve last. Perhaps for the first time, some of us
realised the horror of the threat of terror that so many other Christians in the Middle East and other
places live with every day.
Jesus’ words proclaim that in the face of such persecution and opposition, we are blessed and we
look forward to a greater reward in heaven. How are we blessed? We are blessed because we in
God’s care and living in the shadow of the Almighty. Even when others oppose us, God never leaves
us, nor forsakes us.
Immediately following these words, Matthew recalls the words of Jesus when he said:
Matt. 5:13 “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.
Matt. 5:14 “You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. 15 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. 16
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.
Jesus’ words of blessing and encouragement are followed with the solemn reminder that as members
of the Kingdom of heaven, we become like salt and light in the world. Salt brings flavor, and
preserves that which is good. Light brings comfort in places of darkness and shows both the right and
the wrong way to go.
As Christians, we are called to make a difference in the world in which we live, even though we may
face opposition, persecution and difficulties. Salt that has no saltiness is worthless. Light that is
hidden is of no value. Jesus did not say: “You should try to be salt and light”, he said “You are the
salt of the earth… You are the light of the world.”
This is not an optional extra. It is a fact of who we are because of our discipleship to the Lord Jesus.
Jesus goes on to say that when others see the light we bring, when others experience the saltiness of
our lives, they will bring glory, not to us, but to our Father who is in heaven.
What might such light and saltiness look like?
There is much in the Sermon on the Mount that expands and explains what kingdom livers lives look
like:
-

We must have righteousness that is greater than that of the Scribes and Pharisees (Matt. 5:
20)
We must not be angry with a brother or sister (Matt. 5:22)
We must not insult others (Matt. 5:22)
When we have something against a brother or sister, we must do everything we can to work it
out with them and be reconciled (Matt. 5: 23 – 24)
We must be sexually pure (Matt. 5:27 – 28)
We must be straight talkers – our “yes” must mean “yes” and our “no” must mean “no” (Matt.
5:37)
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-

We must show kindness to the poor, the hungry and the outcast (Matt. 6:1 – 4), something
that Isaiah spoke directly about in our Old Testament reading this morning (Isaiah 58: 6 – 9)
Not only must we love our neighbours, Jesus calls us to love our enemies (Matt. 5: 44)
Indeed, we must be perfect in loving others, just as God is perfect in loving us (Matt. 5:48)

The Sermon on the Mount continues with many other teachings of Jesus that describe what being salt
and light means for those who would live for Jesus.
Central to all such holy living is a life of prayer. The reality is that without God, we cannot be light and
salt, but with God we can. I don’t think that it is a fluke that right at the centre of the Sermon on the
Mount is Jesus teaching about prayer with the model prayer that we have come to call the “Lord’s
Prayer” right in the centre (Matt. 6:5 – 14).
Jesus taught that prayer must not be hollow, based on empty phrases, rather, when we pray we
should acknowledge God as our Father and pray that his kingdom will come and his will be done on
earth as it is in heaven. We must be people who seek God’s forgiveness for our own sins just as we
must be people who forgive others. Later in our worship we will pray, as we pray each time we come
to the Holy Eucharist, “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us.” (Matt. 5:12)
These are not necessarily easy things to do.
God calls us to forgive those who sin against us. This means that God calls us to be forgiving
towards the four young men who planned the acts of terror against us. God calls us to be forgiving
towards the young man who performed that terrible, murderous act in the Bourke Street Mall two
weeks ago.
Of course in no way does this lesson the terrible effects that would have result if the terrorist acts had
been carried out, nor does it in any way trivialise the most terrible pain and suffering caused by the
very ill young man who did what he did in Bourke Street. Of course we are also called to do
everything that we can to care for those who were bereaved, those who were injured, those who are
still suffering and we must continue to pray for and support them and their families in the face of such
terrible sin.
Yet Jesus’ words remain.
He said:
“… if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not
forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.” (Matthew 6:18)
I know that perhaps such forgiveness might not seem attractive to many. “Why should we forgive
such acts of terror?” Surely the perpetrators don’t deserve to be forgiven! And most certainly they do
not deserve to be forgiven. “Why should we forgive such violence in our city?”
Why?
Because when we don’t deserve to be forgiven, our Heavenly Father forgives us through his
wonderful mercy and grace. We remind ourselves of this truth each time we pray “forgive us our sins,
as we forgive those who sin against us”.
As true followers of Jesus, we must have lives that are centred in prayer so that we might live with the
righteousness that is greater than the scribes and the Pharisees. We must be people who pray for
God’s kingdom and seek God’s will. As forgiven people, we must be forgiving.
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It is then that we are indeed salt and light in the world, as agents of God’s grace and as people who
are forgiving, because we are people who are forgiven.
Amen. Let us pray that it might be so.
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