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Sermon 
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West Kirk of Calder & Polbeth Harwood 

 

By: Rev Dr Jonanda Groenewald 

Reading: Matthew 5:13-20 

 

Purpose. What is your purpose in life? 

 

I think we all go through times when we feel as if we know exactly what 

we are doing, when we feel confident about the role we have to play 

here on earth; but then we also go through spells where we wonder what 

our purpose in life is. Or whether we even have a purpose at all…  

 

Especially if we find life hard, we can so easily ask ourselves: “What is 

the point? Why am I even here?” 

 

Rick Warren, the author of the book The purpose driven life, answers 

these questions by saying the following: 

“It’s not about you. 

The purpose of your life if far greater than your own personal fulfilment, 

your peace of mind, or even your happiness. It’s far greater than your 

family, your career, or even your wildest dreams and ambitions. If you 

want to know why you were placed on this planet, you must begin with 

God. You were born by his purpose and for his purpose. 
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The search for the purpose of life has puzzled people for thousands of 

years. That’s because we typically begin at the wrong starting point – 

ourselves. We ask self-centred questions like: What do I want to be? 

What should I do with my life? What are my goals, my ambitions, my 

dreams for my future? But focusing on ourselves will never reveal our 

life’s purpose. The Bible says: ‘It is God who directs the lives of his 

creatures; everyone’s life is in his power.’” 

 

Exactly like the person who invented and designed a flashlight as a tool 

to make light in the darkness, God “invented” and “designed” us to be 

the light in this often dark world. 

 

That is our purpose. To be the light of the world. To be the salt of the 

earth. As individuals, and also collectively as a church. That’s our 

mission. 

 

But what does that mean exactly? The metaphors “to be the light for the 

world” and “the salt of the earth”, are two ways of saying the same thing. 

 

So I’ve decided to focus on salt today. 

 

But before we do that, I would like to tell you a wee story: Whenever my 

two boys get up to mischief, I straight away blame André! Because when 

he is not being naughty with them, he is telling them stories of the things 

he and his wee brother did when they were kids. Now, I’m sure it’s not 

hard for you to imagine that André might have been full of mischief as a 

child. But if you think André was naughty, you haven’t met his brother 

Jaco… 
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The stories my boys love best, are always the ones involving André’s 

childhood minister visiting the family. Like the time when Jaco very 

innocently placed his pet hamster on his mum’s lap and she said a word 

that you just didn’t say in front of your minister in those days! Or the day 

when he replaced the sugar with salt when his mum offered the minister 

a cup of coffee. André’s poor mum had her hands full with her boys. 

Because, unfortunately, the minister took two spoonsful of sugar in his 

coffee, and he nearly redecorated the wall after his first sip! 

 

Salt has a distinctive taste; it doesn’t go unnoticed! 

 

But to get back to our Bible story: What is the purpose of salt? 

 

The most obvious answer is that we use it to flavour food. And that is 

100% correct. But salt can do so much more than that… 

 

In Biblical times the people didn’t have refrigerators – so salt was used 

in the preservation of food.  

 

We South Africans still do that – raw meat rubbed in with salt and left to 

dry becomes biltong. A real delicacy. Similar to beef jerky in America – 

just better! 

 

But in Biblical times they didn’t only use salt to preserve meat, they also 

rubbed new-born babies with salt, because they believed that salt 

contained medicinal properties. Just like salt would keep meat fresh for 

longer, they believed it would keep babies healthy. 
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And before you think that that was quite a strange custom to have – I 

don’t know about your mums, but my mum always cleaned our wounds 

out with salt-water, and she made me gargle with salt-water if I had a 

sore throat. Medicinal value indeed. 

 

In Old Testament times, when a covenant between God and his people 

were made, it was often called a covenant of salt, to indicate that it was 

a covenant that could never be broken. 

 

Today we seal a deal in different ways, by means of a handshake or a 

signature, but it means the same thing – once you sign on the dotted line 

that is you bound by that contract. In a society where the majority of 

people were illiterate, they had to find a way of doing this without 

needing a signature, and that is where the exchange of salt came in. 

 

You might find it interesting to note that the root of the word “salary” is 

“salt”. In ancient Rome, the word “salary” specifically meant the amount 

of money allotted to a Roman soldier to buy salt, which was an 

expensive but essential commodity. You would be paid for the amount 

and quality of work you did, which is also where the expression to “be 

worth your salt” comes from. 

 

Friendships would be sealed by giving each other salt, and even to this 

day, in some Arab cultures, if two men eat salt together, they are sworn 

to protect one another for life. 

 

This also led to a custom at weddings, where the bride and groom would 

exchange salt to indicate that their union would last for as long as they 

both shall live. 
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So, it’s very clear that salt made a huge difference in ancient society, as 

it still does today. And that’s what Jesus urges us to do – to make a 

difference, wherever we go, all the time. 

 

To not only give flavour to the lives of those around us, but to support 

them, help them, and always be there for them, and to do this in a 

lasting way. 

 

We need to show the world that life without Jesus is not really life at all. 

Unsalted popcorn might still be popcorn – but boy does it make a 

difference when you add that salt! It’s only then that the popcorn 

becomes what it was made to be. 

 

We need to show the world that the same is true about faith. You will be 

able to live life without faith, but boy does it make a difference if you 

have it. Going through life with God by your side gives your life meaning 

like nothing else can. 

 

But what would happen if salt wasn’t salty anymore? It would lose its 

purpose. If salt gets contaminated by other things over time, it could lose 

its saltiness. 

 

In South Africa this happens very often in coastal areas, where it is very 

humid. The salt becomes clammy and consequently doesn’t taste salty 

anymore. But the solution to this problem is to add some rice or pasta to 

the salt in your saltshaker – and this prevents this from happening. 
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Whatever it takes – we need to make sure that we never get so 

contaminated with all the flavours of the world, that we lose our 

saltiness… 

 

We read that if salt is not salty anymore it would be good for nothing and 

it would be thrown out and trampled by men. This wasn’t just and 

expression, because in Biblical times worthless salt would be thrown 

onto the roads and would thus literally be trampled on. 

 

If salt loses its purpose, it’s thrown away. 

 

And in that there is a warning for us – we are salt, and we need to make 

sure that we fulfil our purpose.  

 

Luckily God loves us so much that he promises to never throw us away. 

Even when we disappoint him, he still loves us. And that’s why He sent 

Jesus – to become the rice in the saltshakers of our lives, to make sure 

we NEVER lose our value. 

 

Something else we use salt for today – is to grit the roads in icy 

conditions. Differently to the custom in Biblical times, this salt is thrown 

on the roads for a reason – to prevent people from skidding and getting 

into accidents. 

 

Let’s be like that kind of salt. Let’s fulfil our purpose here on earth: Like a 

gritter spreads salt to keep us safe on the roads, let’s spread the gospel, 

to keep people safe and happy on their journey through life. 
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Let’s tell people and show people what it means to believe in God. Let’s 

make a difference. Let’s change people’s lives permanently. And in this 

way fulfil our purpose in life. 

 

Jesus gave his life to make this possible for us. So let’s go out there, 

and be worth our salt! 

 

Amen 

 

 

 

 


