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1
The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem 

gathered around Jesus 
2
and saw some of his disciples eating food with hands that were 

defiled, that is, unwashed.  
3
(The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their 

hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders.  
4
When they come from 

the marketplace they do not eat unless they wash.  And they observe many other traditions, 

such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles.)  
5
So the Pharisees and teachers of the law 

asked Jesus, “Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead 

of eating their food with defiled hands?”  
6
He replied, “Isaiah was right when he 

prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written:  

“‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  
7
They worship me in vain; their teachings are merely human rules.’ 

8
You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to human traditions.”  

14
Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen to me, everyone, and 

understand this.  
15

Nothing outside a person can defile them by going into them.  Rather, it 

is what comes out of a person that defiles them.” 
21“

For it is from within, out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come—sexual 

immorality, theft, murder, 
22

adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, 

arrogance and folly.  
23

All these evils come from inside and defile a person.” 

 

I grew up in a Christian home.  Even as a little child, I knew that Jesus had died to take 

away my sins.  I knew that Jesus was not still dead; He was alive because He had risen from the 

dead on Easter.  I knew that someday I was going to go to heaven to be with Jesus.  If you asked 

me about it, I would tell you confidently that that was what was going to happen.  And I knew it 

would, because that’s the Bible says.  Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.  We 

sometimes talk about childlike faith.  Childlike faith is a good thing, isn’t it?  It is faith that 

believes what God tells us in His Word even when we don’t understand it.  We believe it because 

He said so and we trust that He is telling us the truth.   

I knew that Jesus had died to take away my sins, but I wasn’t fully aware of the 

implications that that had for me.  I remember sitting in church one day when my pastor got 

choked up during his sermon.  I remember wondering after that day why I never cried when I 

read the Bible.  Should I be sad because Jesus died for me?  I had never had a family member or 

anyone close to me die.  I wasn’t familiar with the feelings associated with that.  I was 

concerned.  I was afraid I might not be a very good Christian if the thought of Jesus dying on the 

cross didn’t make me sad. 

As I got older, I started to realize the reason Pastor got choked up when he was 

preaching.  It wasn’t because he was sad that Jesus had died, or at least not just that, it was 

because of the profound appreciation he had for the depths of the love that our God has shown to 

us.  In his years as a pastor, he had seen firsthand the tremendous impact that Jesus’ death and 



resurrection has made on so many people.  That gospel had made a pretty big impact on his life 

as well, to the point where sometimes it stirred up some pretty deep emotions.  That’s what the 

gospel, the good news about Jesus’ death and resurrection does.  It leaves an impact on people, it 

changes them, completely transforms them. 

We want to be able to maintain a childlike faith throughout our entire lives, always 

clinging to the gospel of Jesus unquestioningly.  We want a childlike faith, but we want a mature 

faith too.  As a child grows up, he learns more and more of the world around him.  As Christians 

grow, they learn more and more of God and His love.  At this point in my life, there have been 

times when the beauty of the gospel has brought me to tears.  I have a much better understanding 

today of the impact that Jesus’ death and resurrection has on my life than I did seventeen years 

ago.  But it’s still not perfect, and yours isn’t either, is it?  We always have more to learn of the 

depths of the riches of God’s love.  We are going to keep on finding new situations in our lives 

where the gospel reaches out and touches us in ways it never has before.  And we will always be 

able to improve on how we live in response to that gospel.  These next several weeks, as we look 

at God’s Word we’re going to look at the impact that Jesus’ death and resurrection have made on 

every aspect of our lives. 

So, that’s the plan, now where do we start?  Well let’s start at the same place Jesus does: 

the heart.  When is the last time you took a good look at your heart?  For me it was almost ten 

years ago, during my senior year of high school.  I was having some health complications, and 

among the different tests and procedures that I went through as the doctors tried to find out what 

was going on one of the more memorable was getting an ultrasound of my heart.  It’s pretty cool 

the kind of things we can do with today’s science.  There I was, sitting in this doctor’s office, 

looking at images of my own heart! 

We can’t typically do that, can we?  It’s easy to tell if our skin is healthy, we can just 

look at it and see for ourselves, but we can’t exactly look down and see how healthy our heart is.  

We have to determine the health of our heart by the way the rest of our body is functioning.  

Now today, as we talk about hearts and when Jesus talks about our hearts like He did in our 

Gospel lesson this morning, we’re not talking about the blood pumping organ.  In fact, in the Old 

Testament the word kilyah which we typically translate as heart or mind is really the Hebrew 

word for kidneys.  Whether it’s our mind, our kidneys, our heart or whatever else we want to call 

it we’re not really talking about an anatomical organ.  So, what do we mean by heart?  Some 

people describe it as the seat of emotion but it’s really more than that isn’t it?  It’s emotion, but 

it’s also our will, our feelings, our decision making capacity.  It’s who we really are.  It’s our 

essence, our nature, our inmost being. 

Like our actual, beating hearts, it isn’t something we can just look at and see, and we 

can’t see other people’s inmost beings either.  The only way you can tell if someone’s heart is 

healthy is by seeing the way the rest of them functions: the things they do and say.   

There’s a problem with that though.  We don’t always get an accurate image of what’s in 

someone’s heart, simply by looking at how they act.  Some people put up fronts, they might 

seem on the outside to be healthy, god-fearing people, but if we could see into their hearts, we 

would find a totally different picture.  In the confession of sins which we begin almost every 

service with, we pray, “I confess that I am by nature sinful, and that I have disobeyed you in my 

thoughts, words, and actions.”  We’re pretty good at disguising our words and actions.  We can 



make good impressions on people and present ourselves as moral and righteous people.  It’s our 

thoughts that really betray us, though, isn’t it?  Because those we can’t disguise.  We may not be 

able to read the thoughts of others, and they can’t read ours, but Jesus can.  That’s what we see 

happening in our lesson this morning.  

The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem 

gathered around Jesus and saw some of His disciples eating food with hands that were 

defiled, that is, unwashed.  (The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their 

hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders.  When they come from 

the marketplace they do not eat unless they wash.  And they observe many other traditions, 

such as the washing of cups, pitchers, and kettles.) 

These men were judging Jesus’ disciples because they weren’t adhering to the rules that 

they had set up.  There is no part of God’s law that commanded that the Jews wash their hands 

before they ate bread.  This was part of the Talmud.  The Talmud is a collection of teachings and 

rules and traditions that had been compiled by the Jews between the time of the exile to Babylon 

and the beginning of the New Testament.  It had started as an attempt to promote godly living, 

especially as they found themselves surrounded by ungodly people as they lived in captivity in 

Babylonia.  But over time, the people developed such an obsession with adhering to all the 

traditions of the Talmud that they lost track of the real purpose of God’s law, to show them that 

they were sinful and that they needed a Savior.  That’s pretty clear from what we read next. 
5
So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, “Why don’t your disciples 

live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with defiled hands?”  
6 

He replied, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written:  

“‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  
7
They 

worship me in vain; their teachings are merely human rules.’  
8
You have let go of the 

commands of God and are holding on to human traditions.” 

Jesus could see into their hearts.  He knew that although they appeared righteous on the 

outside, inside they were far from it.  They were following traditions for the sake of traditions 

and meanwhile, their hearts were dead.  In Matthew 23 Jesus calls these same men “whitewashed 

tombs.”  That’s not exactly a compliment.  They looked great on the outside, but inside their 

hearts were rotting and decaying.  That’s true of more than just the Pharisees.  There are a lot of 

people whose outward actions show all kinds of virtue but on the inside, in their heart, in their 

inmost being, they are dying. 

What about you?  Do you ever live like a whitewashed tomb?  Are there traditions which 

you follow merely to keep up appearances when deep down, your heart is not really in them?  I 

think sometimes we care more about being religious than we do about being Christian.  We think 

that if we pray before each meal, and go to church every Sunday, and read the Bible with our 

family then we’re doing pretty good.  Sometimes our “end game” is just to do religious things 

and check them off the list, and we forget the real purposes that God intended for them.  

Look at all the traditions we have with our worship.  It’s easy to get hot and bothered 

when one of those traditions changes, but why are we upset?  Is it just because it’s different?  

Just because we don’t like the change?  If the point of a tradition is simply to keep carrying on 

what’s been done before, then there really is no point in it at all.  For Christians, the traditions 

worth carrying on are those that actually serve a purpose, namely connecting us to God, 



connecting us to fellow Christians, or connecting other people to God.  If a tradition of ours isn’t 

serving one of those purposes then maybe we need to ask ourselves, why are we even still doing 

this?  Another way to look at it is to ask ourselves, “What’s my motivation for doing this?” 

Let’s take a look at the tradition that these men were talking about, “Before eating bread, 

one must pour 1 1/2 egg-shells of water over his hands.  He must hold the hands with the finger-

tips upwards and pour the water over them until it runs down his wrists; he must then cleanse the 

palm of each hand with the fist of the other; he must then hold the hands with the fingertips 

pointing downwards and pour water on them from the wrists downwards so that it runs off at the 

fingertips.  Why?  What was the point?  What was their motivation?  Practices like that had 

nothing to do with what was actually important. 
14

Again Jesus called the crowd to Him and said, “Listen to Me, everyone, and 

understand this.  
15

Nothing outside a person can defile them by going into them.  Rather, it 

is what comes out of a person that defiles them.”  
21 “

For it is from within, out of a person’s 

heart, that evil thoughts come—sexual immorality, theft, murder, 
22

adultery, greed, malice, 

deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.  
23

All these evils come from inside and 

defile a person.” 

Our hearts are dirty, sinful, despicable, and dead.  We’re all capable of committing any 

one of the sins on that list.  In fact, God tells us, we are guilty of committing each and every one 

of them.  And yes, we’re good at covering it up so that when other people look at us they see a 

morally good person.  Has anyone ever told you to count to ten before you open your mouth and 

say something?  Or to think twice before you act on something?  Those are good pieces of 

advice, but they aren’t really fixing the problem are they?  We can watch what we say and do 

around people so that we don’t hurt them or offend them, but if we’re thinking those things in 

our hearts, then even if we don’t say them out loud or act out on them we’ve already lost the 

battle.  A shiny apple with a rotten core is not what God demands from us. 

So how do we get to the root of the problem?  How do we stop those wicked thoughts 

from even crossing our minds in the first place?  How do we go about cleaning up our hearts?  

The reality is that we can’t.  Just like the dead man in a whitewashed tomb can’t clean himself 

up, we are so dead on the inside that we’re incapable of changing anything.  Understanding that 

is a big step.  And that’s why God has given us His law.  The law serves to show us our sin.  

Admitting that our hearts are rotten and dead isn’t easy, but God leads us to that recognition 

through His Word.  He leads us to pray along with the psalmist Create in me a clean heart, O 

God, and renew a right spirit within me (Ps 51:10).   

God answered that prayer by sending His Son, Jesus into this world.  What Jesus did for 

us was truly amazing.  He lived a perfectly clean and pure life.  Never did a single thought, word, 

or deed of Jesus reflect any of those sinful actions or attitudes from that list we just went 

through.  Jesus lived a perfect life.  Then He gave up that life on the cross, and in doing so, He 

took all of the evil and wickedness from our hearts; our sinful actions, our sinful words, our 

sinful thoughts; He took all that on Himself and paid for it with His life.  And then He gave us all 

of His righteousness, holiness, and purity.  Not an outward righteousness, but a righteousness 

that is deep, deep down in your inmost being. 

Then Jesus rose again so that you can know that that great exchange that took place on 

that cross did not fall through when Jesus died.  Jesus lives.  That exchange lives on.  The 



righteousness of Jesus lives on in you.  That is how Jesus death and resurrection has impacted 

your life.  He gave you a new heart.  From that heart flows not evil, wicked but thoughts and 

words and deeds that are good and pleasing to God.  From that new, clean heart, sprout fruits of 

faith.  Fruits through which we witness to the world the impact Christ has made on us.  And 

that’s where we’ll be turning our attention now, over these next few weeks.   God bless you as 

we continue deepening our understanding of the impact of His grace. 

Amen.  


