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 is the nominative subject from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “You,” followed by the second person plural present active indicative of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: you are.”


The present tense is an aoristic present, which regards the state of being as a fact.


The active voice indicates that believers produce this state of being.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Next we have the predicate nominative from the neuter singular article and noun ALAS, meaning “the salt or fertilizer.”  With this we have the possessive genitive from the feminine singular article and noun GĒ, meaning “of the earth.”

“You are the salt of the earth;”
 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “however” with the third class conditional conjunction EAN, meaning “if” and it may or may not be true or happen.  Then we have the nominative subject from the neuter singular article and noun ALAS, meaning “the salt.”  This is followed by the third person singular aorist passive subjunctive from the verb MWRAINW, which means “to become tasteless.”


The culminative aorist regards the action in its entirety as a fact with emphasis on its completion.  This is brought out in translation by use of the English auxiliary verb “has.”


The passive voice indicates that the salt received the action of becoming tasteless.


The subjunctive mood is a potential subjunctive with the third class conditional particle.

Next we have the preposition EN plus the instrumental of means from the neuter singular interrogative pronoun TIS, meaning “with what?”
  Then we have the third person singular future passive indicative from the verb ALIZW, which means “to be made salty.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The passive voice indicates that the salt receives the action of being made salty.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

“however, if the salt has become tasteless, with what will it be made salty?”
 is the preposition EIS plus the accusative of purpose from the neuter singular cardinal adjective OUDEIS, meaning “for nothing.”  Then we have the third person singular present active indicative of the verb ISCHUW, which means “to be good; to be strong.”


The present tense is a static and aoristic present, which describes a permanent fact.


The active voice indicates that the salt produces the state of being good for nothing.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

With this we have the temporal adverb ETI, which, when used with a negative, means “no longer.”  And because of the double negative in Greek, we have to translate this as a positive in English grammar.  Therefore, “no longer good for nothing” becomes “no longer good for anything.”

“It is no longer good for anything,”
 is the conditional particle EI with the negative MĒ, which together means “except.”  Then we have the nominative neuter singular aorist passive participle of the verb BALLW, which means “to be thrown.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which views the action in its entirety.


The passive voice indicates that the salt receives the action of being thrown.


The participle is a temporal participle that precedes the action of the main verb and can be translated “after being thrown.”

With this we have the adverb of place EXW, which means “out; outside.”  Then we have the present passive infinitive of the verb KATAPATEW, which means “to be tread down; to be trampled under foot.”


The present tense is a descriptive present.


The passive voice indicates that the salt receives the action.


The infinitive is an infinitive of purpose.

Finally, we have the preposition HUPO plus the ablative of agency from the masculine plural article and noun ANTHRWPOS, meaning “by men.”

“except, after being thrown out, to be trampled under foot by men.”
Mt 5:13 corrected translation
“You are the salt of the earth; however, if the salt has become tasteless, with what will it be made salty?  It is no longer good for anything, except, after being thrown out, to be trampled under foot by men.”
Mk 9:50, “Salt [is] good; however, if the salt becomes unsalty, with what will you season it?  Have salt among yourselves, and live in peace with one another.”
Lk 14:34-35, “Therefore, salt [is] good.  However, if the salt also has become tasteless, with what will it be seasoned?  It is usable neither for the soil [as fertilizer] nor for the manure pile; they throw it outside.  He who has ears to hear, must hear.’”

Explanation:
1.  “You are the salt of the earth;”

a.  The Lord continues His sermon on the hill with a change in topics.  He is addressing the disciples specifically, but His words have application to the Jews as God’s representatives on earth.  The primary audience for this metaphor are the Jews of Jesus’ generation.  (As ambassadors for Christ, these words have an extended application to every believer of the Church Age, but the disciples of Jesus are going to have a unique application for the rest of their lives as the communicators of the New Testament Scriptures.  However, the end of this metaphor does not apply directly to believers of the Church.)


b.  Salt is used to add flavor to a food that is otherwise rather tasteless.  Unbelievers are pictured here as being tasteless, that is, having no spiritual life.  So salt is a metaphor for the spiritual life that the Jew is supposed to have.  Salt is also used as a preservative of food (meat), and Jewish believers were expected to serve this purpose—preserving the spiritual life by evangelizing others.


c.  The word “earth” is not a reference to the physical planet, but to the people who live on this planet.  So to paraphrase the metaphor with its rich meaning we have the idea that Jewish believers are the spiritual life of the people of the earth.  Jewish believers give life its real, tasteful meaning by evangelizing the nations of the world.

2.  “however, if the salt has become tasteless, with what will it be made salty?”

a.  In contrast to bringing meaning to life through the spiritual life associated with believing in Jesus, it is possible for the salt (the Jew) to become tasteless.  Tastelessness is a metaphor for spiritual degeneracy or reverting back to the values and behavior of the legalistic Jewish unbeliever.  Jewish believers can and do believe in Christ and then go back to their old lifestyle of legalism under the influence of the sin nature.  When this happens, they no longer evangelize for Christ, and are therefore in a condition of being tasteless.  They act like they have no spiritual life.  They act like the unbeliever.  Tastelessness is carnality.


b.  Jesus then asks the rhetorical question what can be done to make them salty again?  Some commentators assume that this question implies that there is no solution to this problem.  We know from 1 Jn 1:9 that there is.  But in this example, Jesus assumes the position that this person does not recover from their state of perpetual legalism and carnality.  They have every opportunity to do so, but decide not to.  So the salt that loses its saltiness is the believer who goes into carnality and remains there.

3.  “It is no longer good for anything,”

a.  The subject “it” refers back to the tasteless Jew.  Since he no longer has any salt (faith in Christ or spirituality) he is good for nothing.  He cannot bring taste (the gospel) to the food (the people of the world).  He cannot produce divine good.  He cannot evangelize for Christ.  He does not worship God.  He has no functioning spiritual life.  This person is no longer good for anything.


b.  The refers to the Jew in perpetual carnality, because an unbeliever is always good for nothing.  They are no good for anything in Satan’s world until they believe in Christ.  And the unbeliever who never believes in Christ is never good for anything in the Lord’s kingdom.


c.  So by extended application to His audience, Jesus is telling the Jews listening to Him that they are like tasteless salt unless they believe in Him.  And if they do believe in Him and go back to their lifestyle of legalism, they are good for nothing in His kingdom.

4.  “except, after being thrown out, to be trampled under foot by men.”

a.  There is one exception to being good for nothing.  These unbelieving and carnal Jews can be thrown out of the house onto the road and be trampled down into the dirt by the people walking by each day.  This is picture of uselessness.  Tastelessness becomes uselessness.


b.  Being thrown out of the house is a picture of having no beneficial function in God’s kingdom.  The useless Jew is not needed in the kingdom of the heavens.  Instead, they are trampled under foot by the unbelievers of the world.  The Jews have been God’s chosen people to evangelize the world.  But by their legalism, they have chosen to be tasteless, and therefore, useless.  Therefore, the Jewish unbeliever is good for nothing except to be persecuted by the unbelieving Gentile of the world.  The Jews were designed by God to be salt.  Most of them chose to be tasteless.

5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Jesus’ followers would be like salt in that they would create a thirst for greater information.  It is also possible that salt means these people serve as a preservative against the evils of society. If it fails to be salty, it has lost its purpose for existence and should be discarded.”


b.  “The figure of insipid salt appears in the words of the rabbis, with reference to Israel’s role as the salt or purifying agency among the nations of mankind.  Matthew’s version of Jesus’ saying is addressed to His disciples.  This implies that the disciples have a particular function to perform on earth, and if they fail to perform it, they might as well not exist, for all the good they will do.”


c.  Mills’ explanation is so different, I include it in detail: “The usual definition of this ‘salt’ as table salt, sodium chloride, is very suspect, for the whole metaphor then becomes enigmatic (have you ever encountered tasteless salt?).  Sodium chloride is a very stable substance and does not lose its saltiness; this gives rise to a practical difficulty if Jesus meant table salt, for surely the Creator knows the properties of His handiwork.  Furthermore, Luke 14:35 classifies this salt as ‘fit for the land,’ and sodium chloride is not used on land as it makes it barren, a fact attested by Jud 9:45 and Jer 17:6, and as is evident on any seashore.  Despite these facts some Bible scholars treat this as table salt, and argue the salt of that day contained many impurities (Ezek 47:11) and thus that the sodium chloride slowly leached away leaving only the impurities as ‘saltless salt’ (this may fit Matthew 5, but makes no sense in Lk 14).  They then interpret this metaphor as teaching that salt is a physical preservative, so believers are a spiritual preservative who preserve the world from God’s judgment.  I find this explanation untenable as the time of God’s judgment has been determined and fixed and is known to God (Mt 24:36), so needs no ‘preservative’ to hold it in abeyance!  Consequently, we need to look deeper into the meaning of the word rendered ‘salt.’  The simplest understanding is based on the fact that ‘salt’ is a chemical term for any number of compounds, and while it is commonly applied to sodium chloride (table salt), it is not at all confined to it.  The Greeks used the word similarly and, indeed, it also meant ‘fertilizer’ (nitrates, which are chemical salts, are but one example of ‘salts’ widely used as fertilizers).  This seems to suit our passage well, for Christ spoke of the ‘salt of the earth,’ i.e. fertilizer.  This explanation still seems to have trouble with ‘lost its flavor/savor’ [which is where this whole argument breaks down] which appears to indicate taste [obviously indicates taste].  However, the Greek text is better rendered ‘lost its strength,’ and this is appropriate of aging or ruined fertilizer, which, unlike table salt, does deteriorate and lose its strength.  So again the context points to fertilizer as the ‘salt’ referred to, and we find we have an explanation which is not at variance with simple fact.  Now, if we understand this ‘salt’ as fertilizer, the meaning of the idiom is readily perceived.  Fertilizer is a substance that promotes growth—so the believer’s function on earth is to promote spiritual growth around him in all the lives he contacts.  This explanation is less mystical than the one built around the preservative qualities of sodium chloride, and avoids its theological difficulties.  It is also less passive, for it does not simply attribute a special quality to the believer, but leaves him under an obligation to do something.  Moreover, this interpretation is in perfect harmony with Mt 5:16.  There is, however, a deeper and more scholarly explanation compatible with that outlined above.  The Greek word for ‘salt’ was also used as a metaphor for wisdom, and this understanding provides a consistent interpretation in all four New Testament passages in which the word ‘salt’ is used.  Wisdom, in this idiom, is the wisdom of God as defined in 1 Cor 1:26–2:16, especially 2:2.  Interpreted thus, Col 4:6 becomes an inspired partial commentary on Jesus’ figure of speech.  Christ’s metaphor, then, translates as follows: the citizen (believer) is required to show the wisdom of God to all people he contacts in order that the seed of the Word may take root and grow to maturity.  The entire Christian life cycle is involved-from spiritual birth to spiritual maturity.  ‘Trampled under foot by men’ appropriately indicates that those believers who fail to manifest God’s wisdom will be despised and humiliated by the very world they seek to accommodate.  Each alternative, whether fertilizer or wisdom, leads one to understand that the believer’s purpose in this life must be the advancement of God’s spiritual Kingdom, and if he shuns this purpose he will be despised by all.”


d.  “Salt serves mainly to give flavor, and to prevent corruption.  Disciples, if they are true to their calling, make the earth a purer and a more palatable place.  But they can do so only as long as they preserve their distinctive character: unsalty salt has no more value.  Strictly, pure salt cannot lose its salinity; but the impure ‘salt’ dug from the shores of the Dead Sea could gradually become unsalty as the actual sodium chloride dissolved.  The Rabbis commonly used salt as an image for wisdom (Col 4:6), which may explain why the Greek word represented by lost its taste actually means ‘become foolish’.  A foolish disciple has no influence on the world.”


e.  “Of the numerous things to which salt could refer in antiquity, its use as a preservative in food was probably its most basic function.  Jesus thus calls His disciples to arrest corruption and prevent moral decay in their world [This is doubtful, since it is obvious that the disciples of Jesus have failed to do this.].  One must avoid assuming that all possible uses of salt were in view here.  We may today think of salt primarily as a spice giving flavor; but given the amount of salt needed to preserve meat without refrigeration, it is not likely that many ancient Jews considered salt primarily as enhancing taste.  [Yet the passage talks about taste, not preservation.]  ‘Loses its saltiness’ reads more literally ‘is defiled.’  [No it doesn’t.  The basic meaning of the verb is ‘to be withered’ as in a plant withering.]  This is not the scientifically impossible notion of salt becoming flavorless but rather the common problem in the ancient world of salt being mixed with various impure substances and therefore becoming worthless as a preservative.  ‘To be thrown out and trampled by men’ neither affirms nor denies anything about eternal security.  Rather, as Lk 14:35 makes even clearer, this phrase refers to the world’s response to Christians if they do not function as they should.  Believers who fail to arrest corruption become worthless as agents of change and redemption.  [This commentator is reading his theological preconceived notion into his explanation.].”


f.  “You is emphatic and restrictive: Jesus is not talking about people in general but specifically about His followers.  He is making a statement, not giving a promise.  He does not explain the salt of the earth, but we should bear in mind that salt has no beneficial effect upon soil.  Jesus is not talking about what happens when salt is put into soil.  We should take salt as a metaphor and the earth as referring to people.  Jesus is apparently thinking of the function of salt as a preservative, as the enemy of decay, and as giving taste to food.  What is good in society His followers keep wholesome [preserve].  What is corrupt they oppose; they penetrate society for good and act as a kind of moral antiseptic.  And they give a tang to life like salt to a dish of food.  Of the earth makes the application a wide one; their influence is not to be confined to a narrow circle.  Has lost its taste presents us with a bit of a problem, for sodium chloride does not lose its taste.  But the salt in use in first-century Palestine was very impure and it was quite possible for the sodium chloride to be leached out, so that what remained lacked ‘saltness,’ and specifically the salty taste.  This remainder was literally useless; what could possibly be done with it? Jesus asks, with what will it be salted?  It was not possible to put salt back into it.  Jesus says of this residual mass: ‘it has power for nothing’; its force was given it by its saltiness; lacking that it had no power.  Its fate accordingly was to be thrown out and trampled, testimony to its uselessness.”


g.  “These impossible figures serve to bring out most strikingly the reality Jesus intends to picture.  Jesus used figures with a mastery that goes beyond all good writers.  They very idea of salt losing its saltness!  But that is what happens in the case of Christians, the spiritual salt of the earth.  Jesus is using a figure of something that is impossible in nature.  Once the saltiness is gone out of salt, nothing can again restore the saltness to that salt.  Both ideas are beyond nature—salt losing its saltiness and having it restored.  Yet Jesus here speaks of both as though men had actually found the former and tried the latter.”
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