            





























The Salt Of The Earth


�Matthew 5:13


�
“THE SALT OF THE EARTH”





(Matthew 5:13)





“Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the salt have lost his savor, wherewith shall it be salted?  It is thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be trodden under foot of men.”








The passage immediately preceding this one contains the famous Beatitudes of Jesus.  In those Beatitudes, Jesus defined the kind of personality that should belong to the subjects of His Kingdom.  Now, in the verse that provides our text, He tells us of the influence which that type of personality should have upon the world.  With His heart set on a lost world, Jesus says to His disciples, “Ye are the salt of the earth.”  Here, for the first time in the Gospels, we meet what is to become one of the outstanding characteristics of the teachings of Jesus — His selection of common, ordinary, everyday things and His use of these things as vehicles to carry spiritual truth into our lives.  In the 13th through the 15th verses, Jesus uses four common everyday things as symbols of spiritual truth — salt, light, a city located on a hill, and a candle in a home.  The first of these four symbols provides the key word in our text.  “Ye are the salt of the earth.”  It is doubtful that Jesus ever spoke a more suggestive sentence than this one.  Let’s take a close look at it and the suggestions it brings to us.





      I.  THE RUIN OF SOCIETY





First, this verse suggests and pictures the progressive ruin of a godless world.  There is not only a description of a Christian in this verse, there is also a description of the world in which the Christian lives.  Without God, human society is corrupt and corrupting.  When Jesus said, “Ye are the salt of the earth,” He clearly implied that there is a moral and spiritual rottenness spreading abroad throughout the world.  Jesus was under no illusion about the world apart from Himself.  When the world is left to itself, it tends to fester and putrefy, for the germs of evil are everywhere present and active.  What a sobering judgment this is!  The world without God is like a piece of uncured and unrefrigerated meat.  It is like a carcass that is slowly rotting to putrefaction.  





Seventy-five years ago, this would have sounded very strange in America.  Based on the theory of evolution and self-flattering views of humanity, there was a gospel of human progress being preached in the world.  According to the proponents of this gospel, man was going to construct for himself an earthly paradise, or Utopia.  War was going to be abolished forever, disease was going to be eliminated, poverty and suffering were going to be eradicated.  A veritable Golden Age would soon arrive for the inhabitants of this earth.  This was common talk at the beginning of the 20th century.  But then these dreams were shattered by two world wars which sent death and destruction like tidal waves rolling across the earth.  And it has become obvious again that Jesus Christ was right in His diagnosis of the world and the hearts of men.  When it is not withered by the touch of Divine grace, sin progressively grows, like corruption in a piece of spoiling meat.  





�
Then, there is an additional problem.  Not only is society corrupt and corrupting, but man without God is content with his corruption.  We are all by birth and by nature a part of this corrupt mass, and thus we grow up without uneasiness or alarm.  This false contentment will continue until we are awakened by a voice outside of ourselves.  The corrupt do not hate their own corruption.  In fact, they often don’t even recognize it.  Sinners by themselves do not grow weary and ashamed of sin.  They may be stuck in the miry pit, but they have no natural desire to escape.  They resent and resist every offer of aid.  Angels and saints may look on those in the pit with great compassion and pity, but those who live in the pit are contented to be there.  Corruption is the native element of the corrupt, and the corrupt resist the approach of a deliverer.  


One day, Jesus came face to face with a maniac.  The man’s heart was a veritable nest of unclean spirits, but his lips cried out, “What have we to do with thee, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?”  Holiness is never the delight of the carnal mind; it is instead its strongest aversion.  It is only in the day of Almighty Power that the impure recognize their impurity and are made willing to be delivered from it.  





This is the most dreadful fact about the human condition.  Man is not only vile, but vileness is his very nature, so that he cleaves to it with an iron grip.  To help a willing person is a simple and easy task, but to rescue a drowning man who is unwilling to be rescued is nearly impossible.  Souls in sin love to be in it.  The sow loves to wallow in the mire (II Peter 2:22).  The spiritually corrupt love corruption, and adhere to it as if it were eternal life.





Christians must look these hard facts squarely in the face, and be aware of the absolutely desperate state of fallen and sinful man.  Corrupt men cannot escape their corruption by slight healing or wishful thinking.  Heaven and all its power must come to the rescue!  The everlasting love of God (Jeremiah 31:3) and the everlasting arms of God (Deuteronomy 33:27) must combine to reach and lift those who are so bound to their own death.  Otherwise, the corrupt society of men will only continue corrupting further.  





                                  	  II.  THE ROLE OF THE SAINT





Then, this verse also pictures the role that a Christian is to play in this kind of world.  “You are the salt of the earth.”  The value of salt lies in its use, and in the influence which it exerts.  There are many things Jesus might have had in mind when He spoke this sentence.  Salt exerts a tremendous influence in many different ways in society.





�
For example, salt stings when it touches an open wound, and then it heals that wound.  When Jesus spoke these words, salt was widely employed as an antiseptic.  This was long before science had discovered most of the benefits of modern medicine and pharmacy.  Salt was used as an antiseptic.  When it was poured into a wound, three things happened: (1) It irritated the wound; (2) It cleansed the wound; (3) It finally healed the wound.  We cannot be certain that Jesus had this idea in mind here, but salt was so commonly used for this purpose that it is probable that He did.  And what does this suggest?  It suggests that one of the businesses of the Christian and the Gospel is to provide an irritating, and hurting, and stinging influence in society.  It is the task of the Christian and the Gospel to make a godless world uncomfortable in its sin.  The irritating influence of the Gospel is to be poured directly into the open wounds of society created by sin.  And whereas there may be an unfavorable response to the Gospel, it will begin its work of cleansing and healing wherever it is to make contact with the moral and spiritual sores of the world.





Again, salt stimulates thirst.  Salt is a thirst-creating agent.  When a lump of salt is dissolved on the tongue, the individual immediately becomes thirsty.  Perhaps Jesus was suggesting this: “As My disciples, it is your business to exert a thirst-creating influence.  It is your business to make men thirsty for Me.”  Look at your own life for a moment.  Can you positively say that you are seeking to be the kind of Christian that would make men want what you have?  Do you have enough enthusiasm for Christ to be an attractive Christian?  





Jesus might have had these things in mind when He said, “You are the salt of the earth.”  But I think He had two main things in mind.  Salt has many purposes, but two of them are more important that all the others combined.





Salt stops spoilage and stays corruption.  Salt is a preservative and a preventive.  There were at least four men is His audience that day who would have quickly grasped what Jesus meant.  Peter, Andrew, James, and John were fishermen.  Their headquarters was at Capernaum.  Their main market was in Jerusalem, the largest city of that area.  But they had to somehow ship their fish to Jerusalem without spoiling.  In order to do this, the fish were encased in salt to prevent spoiling.  These men would know in a flash the meaning of this sentence.





Salt is the open enemy of decay.  It is the obvious foe of impurity.  It is the conspicuous antagonist of rottenness and disintegration.  One of the Christian’s main functions with respect to society is purely negative.  He is in the world to oppose the advance of sin.  He is here to stop the progressive growth and spread of the decay and corruption that result from unchecked sin.  Without the presence of those who are Christ-like, civilization will not climb upward, but will go downward.  No nation is made safe by its natural resources, its geographical position, its standing army, or its navy.  It is only made safe by the character of its people.  The presence of a Godly person in any place hinders the devil from his normal functions.  It is the presence of Christians in the world which keeps the world from becoming entirely given over to moral and spiritual rottenness, and decay, and disintegration.		





In Abraham’s day, the city of Sodom was a busy and thriving city.  It was buying and selling and boasting and rotting, all at the same time.  If anyone had gone to the Sodom Chamber of Commerce and suggested that they try to induce a few men like Abraham to move down into the city to save it from complete moral corruption, that person would have been laughed to scorn.  But that was by far the most pressing need of the city, just as is true in our cities today.  God, Who unsparingly tells the truth about the human situation despite the protests of blind citizens, said to Abraham that He would preserve Sodom if He could find ten grains of salt in it. Ten Godly people could have so salted the city that it would have been saved.  But tragically, such men were not to be found.





�
Every modern city is steeped in wickedness.  The “mystery of iniquity” is everywhere at work.  Cities invite the judgment of God by their rampant unbelief and godlessness.  Sin grows to astounding proportions there.  No sinner in any of these cities has the slightest notion of what an intolerable problem sin is to God.  These cities are preserved from God’s judgment only because of the sovereign mercy of God and because of the truly righteous people that are found in them.  Christian, do you realize that sinners in your community will perish if you do not exert the preserving work of salt?  





Before the outbreak of the French Revolution, France desperately lacked the saving salt of saintly lives.  Many laughed and mockingly repeated the motto, “After the deluge.”  Well, the deluge came!  It was a deluge of suffering, tears, blood, and death.  Historians tell us that England was on the verge of a similar revolution.  However, it never happened.  England was not saved by its diplomats or its army and navy.  One man was used of God to stay the tides of judgment!  John Wesley had had his heart “strangely warmed” in a conversion experience while attending a little service in Aldersgate Street, London.  God brought that one man and the saving salt of his transformed personality out into the highways and byways of England, and the fires of judgment were quenched in the downpouring “showers of blessing” from heaven.  Salt stops the advance of corruption.  





Salt also seasons food.  It gives taste and flavor to food.  Any meal would be tasteless without salt.  Salt is a luxury, but it is also a necessity.  How dull and stale and sickening food is without salt.  What Jesus means is this: Christ and His influence through His people are to life what salt is to food.  Christ and His Gospel lend flavor to life.  This means that without Christ, life is a flat and tasteless thing.  It has no richness, no depth of meaning.  An elementary school teacher was giving a science exam.  One question was, “What is table salt?”  One pupil couldn’t remember the chemical formula, “Sodium chloride,” so he finally wrote, “Salt is the stuff that spoils the potatoes when you leave it out.”  How true!  And Christian character is the thing that makes everything taste bad if it is absent.





One contemporary author wrote this line in one of his books: “The only problem with many people today is the problem of suicide — whether to commit it or not!”  To these people, life is only the shortest distance between birth and death.  Isn’t there sufficient evidence of this in today’s world?  Look at all the artificial flavoring which people who have rejected Christ are adding to their lives — the pleasure mania, the popularity hunger, the sex obsession, the sports craze, etc.  





A father came home from work one evening with a new game he had bought for his daughter.  As he sat reading the newspaper a few minutes later, a sound from the floor attracted his attention.  He glanced over his paper and discovered that his little girl had failed to get the point of the game and was not really enjoying it.  Leaning over, he adjusted certain of its parts, explained the rules to her, and said, “This is the way you play it, my dear,” and then he returned to his reading.  A few minutes later she shouted, “Oh, Daddy, it’s a lot better game that I thought it was!”  To many people, life has lost its point and purpose, its luster has been dimmed, it is dull and tasteless.  If so, take your cue from Christ.  He will give meaning and purpose to your life, and will add the glory element to your experience.  And His people are to be in this world to remind others that it is so.





�
 	Salt stings and heals.  Salt stimulates thirst.  Salt stops spoilage and corruption.  Salt seasons.  When a saint is truly salty, he combines all of these influences in his life.  I recently read again the life story of William Wilberforce, the man who almost single-handedly secured the passage of the Emancipation Bill which delivered England from its horrible slave trade.  Wilberforce was dwarfed by disease, and did not appear to be very imposing.  However, James Boswell, who wrote the great biography of Samuel Johnson, wrote of Wilberforce after listening to one of his speeches, “I saw a shrimp mount the platform; but as I listened, he grew and grew until the shrimp became a whale.”  Tiny, elfish, misshapen, Wilberforce was salt to British society.  His presence stung so severely that many hated him.  His presence brought an incredible “flavor” to British life and politics.  His presence stopped the spoilage and corruption of the inhumane slave trade. And his beautiful life made thousands thirsty for Christ, enticing many to God and eternal life.  





          III.  THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE SERVANT





Then, this verse suggests something else.  It suggests the responsibility of the Christian servant in the world.  If it is my role to be Christian salt, what must I do to perform my role?





First, I must simply be Christian in every area of life.  Notice that Jesus did not say, “You are to have salt,” or “You are to scatter salt.”  He said, “You are salt.”  Your influence will derive somewhat from what you do, and from what you say, but mostly it will come from what you are.  Your first responsibility is to be Christian.





My second responsibility is to be sure that I preserve my distinctive character as a Christian.  Jesus indicated that it is possible for salt to lose its characteristic tang.  It is possible for a Christian to so adulterate his life with those things (not necessarily wrong in themselves) which destroy his distinctiveness as a Christian that he loses his spiritual power, he loses his testimony, he loses his influence — he ceases to exert a salt-like influence.  And Jesus said that he is then good for nothing but to be cast out and trodden under foot of men.  The Apostle Paul had this very idea in mind when he said in I Corinthians 9:27, “Often there comes over me a great and terrible fear, lest after I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway” (“should be disqualified” — Phillips).  He did not mean that he would fail finally to get to heaven.  Paul was as clear as sunshine about the certainty of salvation for one who has been born again.  But he meant, “A Christian can become a castaway in the Kingdom of God, a man discarded and left by the way, because his attitude and his spirit are diluted by worldliness.” 





You see, while it is true that every true Christian is perfectly fit for Heaven by the grace of God and through the accomplished work of Christ in his behalf, it is also true that not every Christian is fit for earth!  Our fitness for Heaven depends upon the value of Christ’s redemption and our trust in Him, but our fitness as representatives of Christ on earth depends on our Christian character and conduct in this world.  





�
It is your duty to preserve your distinctive character as a Christian.  A Christian is supposed to be a different, separate, unique individual.  Just as salt is essentially different from the medium in which it is placed and exercises all its qualities by being different, the Christian is an individual who is to be essentially different from everybody else.  Furthermore, it is his duty to be a joyful and loving non-conformist; he is to preserve the difference.





It is your third responsibility to make contact with the decaying world in which you live.  Salt will never do its proper work if it remains in isolation.  Salt must be applied before it can be effective.  A box of salt in the corner of the garage is no more effective that a box of sawdust.  Salt is useless when it is confined to its container.  An author named Becky Pippert wrote a wonderful book on all-cylinder evangelism.  The book bears this insightful title: Out of the Saltshaker.  The Great Commission does not say, “Call ye all the people into one spot (the salt-mine) and give them an overdose of the Gospel.”  No, Christ’s followers were to go out and penetrate the sinful world with the transforming salt of the Gospel.  





Salt must make contact with the meat, or potatoes, or salad.  And just as the salt permeates all of the meat as much as possible, so the Christian should penetrate the whole social order with his influence as much as possible.  One of the greatest problems on earth today is that we have salt in the church and sin in the community — and never the twain do meet!   Unless the salt meets and challenges the sin, the sinner cannot enjoy the blessing of receiving good, and the saint cannot enjoy the blessing of imparting it.  For saints who are to be salt, two things are necessary — getting from the Savior, and giving to the lost.  “Freely ye have received, freely give.”  





Passive goodness is not enough for the followers of Christ.  Most Christians need to move out of the passive into the active.  We need to penetrate the world and attack its corruption — through challenge and protest, by resistance and conflict, by witness and testimony, by joyful character and conduct — in order to arrest the progress of sin, and recover men’s lives for Christ.  We are to be Christian, to maintain our distinctiveness as Christians, and to be in the world with our witness for Christ.  





                 IV.  THE REAL VALUE OF THIS SERVICE





Finally, this verse suggests the real value of a Christian in the world.  In Jesus’ day, salt was an extremely valuable commodity in Palestine.  A bag of it “was counted as precious as a man’s life,” one commentator said.  As a part of his pay, a Roman soldier was given allowance to buy salt.  The Latin word for this “salt money” is salarium, from which we get our modern word “salary.”  The value of salt gave birth to two proverbs which we often hear today — when a person proves to be of great worth to a community, we say, “He’s the salt of the earth.”  But if he is useless, we say, “He isn’t worth his salt.”  Salt was a precious commodity in Jesus’ day.  And when Jesus called His disciples “the salt of the earth,” He was pointing out the true value of a real Christian in the world.





�
An early Christian named Diognetus dared to write, “We Christians hold the world together.”  And he was right!  If it were not for believing Christians in the world, this world would already be in hell!  And this is no mere inflated view of our self-importance!  What would the world be without Christians and their influence for Christ?  Imagine Memphis, Tennessee, with her 850,000 inhabitants, without a church and without a preacher, without a Sunday School or prayer meeting, without Sunday worship or an open Bible, without Christian lives and testimonies constantly calling people from the low ways of evil to the high and holy paths of righteousness, and purity, and peace.  The richest possession for any community is the right kind of a man or woman.  	





Years ago, the people of Constantinople said of one of history’s greatest preachers: “It would be better for the sun to stop shining than for John Chrysostom to stop his preaching.”  He was “worth his salt” — he arrested the decay and corruption of sin in the sphere of his influence.  Do you remember the story of how the mantle of Elijah was given to Elisha, and then Elijah was carried up to Heaven?  As Elisha stood watching the great prophet retreat up the sky, he cried this lament: “Oh, my father, my father, the horsemen of Israel, and the chariots thereof.”  He meant this: Elijah the prophet was worth more to the security of Israel than all the cavalrymen and military chariots of the nation.  In the days of Abraham, ten righteous men could have saved the city of Sodom from destruction.  A righteous man was the most valuable man in Sodom — he was like salt in value — worth more than anything else.





The real value of a Christian may be seen in a negative way, also.  When Leonardo da Vinci painted his famous “Last Supper,” he tried to depict each disciple’s character.  Judas is portrayed in two special ways: he is holding the bag of money and he has knocked the salt over, spilling it onto the table.  This insight reveals da Vinci’s understanding of the Scriptural attitude toward salt.  He could picture Judas’ real value by showing him mishandling precious salt.  Judas was unsalty, or worthless.





Whatever else of value you may do with your life, you will never do anything of greater value than simply to be a Christian — as J. B. Phillips puts it, “One of Christ’s men, from head to toe.”  Christ’s followers may sponge up many blessings from Him, but their influence is to be spread in equal proportion to the blessings received.  “Ye are the salt of the earth,” Jesus said.  He fully expects us to be such agents of change that the whole wide world will be influenced by our presence and our ministry.























