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Text 
Then some Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked, 2 "Why do your 

disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don't wash their hands before they eat!" 3 Jesus replied, 

"And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition? 4 For God said, 'Honor your 

father and mother' and 'Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.' 5 But you say that if 

a man says to his father or mother, 'Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is a gift 

devoted to God,' 6 he is not to 'honor his father 'with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of 

your tradition. 7 You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: 8 "'These people honor 

me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. 9 They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules 

taught by men.'" 10 Jesus called the crowd to him and said, "Listen and understand. 11 What goes into a 

man's mouth does not make him 'unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him 

'unclean.'" 12 Then the disciples came to him and asked, "Do you know that the Pharisees were offended 

when they heard this?" 13 He replied, "Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be pulled 

up by the roots. 14 Leave them; they are blind guides. If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a 

pit." 15 Peter said, "Explain the parable to us." 16 "Are you still so dull?" Jesus asked them. 17 "Don't you 

see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? 18 But the things that 

come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man 'unclean.' 19 For out of the heart come 

evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. 20 These are what make 

a man 'unclean'; but eating with unwashed hands does not make him 'unclean.'" 

 

Introduction 
 There was an interesting Op Ed piece in the New York Times this week by David 

Brooks, reflecting on the shock people have when seemingly good people do really bad 

things.  He cites the Robert Bales story – a U.S. soldier who is accused of massacring 16 

Afghan civilians recently saying, 

 

Friends and teachers describe him as caring, gregarious and self-confident 

before he – in the vague metaphor of common usage – apparently 

“snapped.”  As one childhood friend told [reporters]: “That’s not our 

Bobby.  Something horrible, horrible had to happen to him.” 

 

Any of us would be shocked if someone we knew and admired killed 

children.  But these days it’s especially hard to think through these 

situations because of the worldview that prevails in our culture. 
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According to this view, most people are naturally good, because nature is 

good.  The monstrosities of the world are caused by the few people (like 

Hitler or Idi Amin) who are fundamentally warped and evil. 

 

This worldview gives us an easy conscience, because we don’t have to 

contemplate the evil in ourselves.  But when somebody who seems mostly 

good does something completely awful, we’re rendered mute or 

confused.
1
 

 

 You’ve heard me say before that the common assumption goes something like 

this: the problems with our lives and our world are out there somewhere and the solution 

is deep in me somehow.  But the Christian worldview says the exact opposite: the 

problem is rooted inside me and the solution comes from outside me with Jesus.”  I’m not 

a good person.  I need to be saved.  And I can’t save myself.  Later in the column Brooks 

says something similar and profound – “The worst thing you can do is, in a fit of pride, to 

imagine your insecurity comes from outside and to try to resolve it yourself.  If you try to 

‘fix’ the other people who you think are responsible for your inner turmoil, you’ll end up 

trying to kill them, or maybe whole races of them.” 

 Today we’re looking at a group of people who thought the pollution, the problem 

with the world was external to them and who devised a whole religious system to deal 

with that by their own impeccable comportment.  And these were the people who ended 

playing the primary role in the killing of Jesus!  Their fixation on exterior ethics ignored 

the real problem and led them to the murder of the One coming to save them.  Ironically, 

though, it is Christ’s death that makes the salvation of corrupt souls like that (like yours 

and like mine) possible. 

We’ll dig into all of this today as we look at this next passage in Matthew – 15:1-

20.  As we do, in short what we’re going to see is just this: people don’t need 

regulation, they need regeneration. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Jesus and the Pharisees and Teachers of the Law 
 Jesus has been showing mercy to broken, needy, messed up people everywhere.  

And in the process he’s made some faux pas according to the religious establishment.  

“Jesus has touched a leper, been in contact with an ‘unclean’ Gentile, visited Gentile 

territory with its herd of pigs and its ‘unclean’ demons, been touched by a woman with a 

menstrual disorder and touched a dead body, and… more generally his social 

involvement with ‘tax collectors and sinners’ has provoked Pharisaic indignation.”
2
 

Most recently in Matthew we read about Jesus miraculously multiplying food to 

feed five thousand plus and giving it to his disciples to distribute.  And maybe it was that 

instance that instigated today’s showdown or maybe it was other times, but somehow 

word got around that the disciples didn’t wash their hands before they ate.  Now, this 

isn’t a matter of hygiene (but is it really necessary to wash your hands before every 

meal??.  I mean, c’mon…).  This is a matter of breaking religious purity codes that the 

conservative Jewish leaders of the day – the Pharisees and teachers of the law – held very 

strongly.  So “some of [them] came to Jesus from Jerusalem” (v. 1).  This was an official 
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delegation from the capital to come confront this rising star up in the remote region of 

Galilee.  He’s beginning to catch the eye not just of the local leaders, but even those all 

the way down in Jerusalem. 

They asked him, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders?  They 

don’t wash their hands before they eat!” (v. 2).  It’s helpful to understand a little about 

this thing called Halakah.  Halakah was a whole collection of Jewish rabbinical 

interpretations and pronouncements that grew up over time and was mostly oral tradition 

in the first century but began to be written down later in the Mishnah and Talmud.  You 

see: religious systems have a natural pull towards greater and greater complexity.  On top 

of the biblical texts, there came to be a growing body of comments and applications, 

much like in constitutional law in the U.S.  In addition to a relatively simple document – 

the Constitution – we now have years of accumulated Supreme Court decisions that 

interpret that document and are themselves binding.  And tradition isn’t just a Jewish 

thing.  There are now two millennia of Christian church tradition that can have the very 

same danger attached to them. 

What is that danger?  When tradition shrouds and buries the biblical meaning 

instead of clarifying it.  When people end up miles away from the intention of the 

original revelation of God in the text and wind up lost in pages and pages of accretions 

and distortions.  It’s something to always be aware of.  I think it’s important to know and 

respect church tradition.  It can be a rich resource.  But it can also become a snare.  That’s 

why I especially love the Reformation tradition of sola Scriptura – Scripture alone is our 

final authority on all matters of faith and practice.  Ad fontes – to the sources! 

Nowhere in the OT did it say that everyone had to wash their hands before eating.  

There is stuff in there about ceremonial washings for the priests (e.g. Ex. 30:21-22), but 

this became an extrapolation in the wrong direction that, as we’ll see, caused great 

damage. 

Jesus calls these Pharisees and teachers of the law out on their mistake.  “Jesus 

replied, ‘And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition?  

[tradition had, for them, eclipsed the Word of God]  For God said, “Honor your father 

and mother” [commandment #5] and “Anyone who curses his father or mother must be 

put to death” [Ex. 21:17; Lev. 20:9].  But you say that if a man says to his father or 

mother, “Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is a gift devoted to 

God,” he is not to ‘honor his father’ with it.  Thus you nullify the word of God for the 

sake of your tradition’” (vv. 3-6). 

What is Jesus talking about?  This practice is referred to elsewhere as Corban (i.e. 

Mk. 7:11; mish. Nedarim).  It amounts to the fact that there were all these casuistic 

loopholes in the Halakah that allowed someone to designate certain money as a gift to the 

temple and not even give it right away (and it appears that there may have been a way to 

delay or even get out of ever eventually donating the funds), but nevertheless that set 

aside money would be exempt from any other obligations or claims made upon it.  So 

your parents are old and in need and you can dump all the burden off on another sibling 

because you have apparently tied up all your assets in a charitable gift annuity that is to 

go to Immanuel Baptist Church when you die (and which you can still draw from in the 

meantime), you generous person you.  Not right.  God’s will is clear.  We are to honor 

our parents.  That’s something to be thinking about and planning for now… 



4 

 The point is that the Pharisees and teachers of the law wanted to appear so 

righteous, but their hearts were not full of love but self-seeking.  Even all the good deeds 

were really done with themselves in mind (“Wow, I’m really a good person;” “Look at 

me, everybody.”).  It was a show.  And that’s why Jesus calls them “hypocrites.”  They 

were trying to play the part of great, noble people, but they were fake.  They only cared 

about themselves and the religious system they had constructed worked to make them 

feel self-assured in their selfishness. 

 Then Jesus gets all prophetic on them.  “Isaiah was right when he prophesied 

about you: ‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  They 

worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men’” (v. 7-9; cf. Is. 29:13).  

Now was Isaiah specifically talking about the first century Pharisees in that passage?  No, 

he had in mind certain religious people of his day, but Jesus said that in some sense he 

was prophesying about them.  Evidently we can read the OT that way: it has an 

immediate referent, but also a legitimate future fulfillment. 

And here it has a continuing application: anybody can be outwardly kosher but 

inwardly corrupt.  It’s ultimately a matter of the heart.  It’s not about behaviors or 

conformity to man-made expectations.  So many people who gather across America to 

worship today and sing song of praise to God are completely missing it.  Their hearts 

aren’t grateful for grace, but filled with pride that they don’t ‘smoke, drink, or chew or 

run with those who do.’  Maybe that kind of religiosity is easy for us to spot.  We’re not 

like that, are we?  In what ways has perhaps our practice of Christianity become 

culturally captive, a matter of fitting into a mold that’s not explicitly biblical and then 

feeling superior, all the while having a heart filled with disdain, fear, pride?  Something 

to think about… 

 

Jesus and the Crowd 
 Jesus doesn’t relent.  The criticism directed towards Jesus was public, so Jesus 

replies publicly.  “Jesus called the crowd to him and said, ‘Listen and understand…’” (v. 

10).  These commoners, while not perhaps the types that would naturally connect with the 

delegation from the big city, would no doubt have respected them.  What does it mean 

that they are criticizing Jesus’ ministry?  Jesus wants to clarify for them what’s at stake 

here in this debate.  It’s so crucial.  “What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him 

‘unclean,’ but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him ‘unclean’” (v. 11). 

 In other words, it’s not as if you are naturally clean or neutral and then the goal of 

life is to avoid contamination.  If that were so then a system of rules and regulations 

would be all that was necessary.  Avoid this.  Stay away from that.  Don’t associate with 

these people.  And if you do get compromised, then jump through these attainable hoops 

to reset yourself.  This is religion.  I’m using religion in a pejorative sense, but I know 

that religion doesn’t have to be all bad.  Did you see that Jefferson Bethke spoken word 

piece that went viral a few months ago?  Perhaps it could have been more nuanced, but he 

was using religion rhetorically to describe this stuff, this external focused, rule 

generating, loveless system that on the surface makes people think you’ve got it in with 

God, but as the video says “religion’s like spraying perfume on a casket.”
3
  It doesn’t 

address what really matters. 

 In this sense, Jesus was not about religion.  You have to understand that… 

because so many people think this!  To be a Christian means to adopt certain outward 
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behaviors.  Stay away from bad things and bad people.  Hang out with the good people.  

And you’re turned off by that or tried it but couldn’t cut it or maybe you’re doing it and 

don’t really see what’s wrong with it.  But Jesus blasts that mindset.  You don’t become 

unclean/defiled/dirty by what you eat or whether you eat with unwashed hands or 

anything like that.  There’s not a system of regulations that can save you, a lifestyle that 

you can adopt that will preserve your cleanness or make you clean.  I know for so long I 

used to think (and I still slip into thinking this way) that my Christian life was about 

avoiding sin.  That’s not what Christianity is about, just learning how to avoid sin, which 

means finding the line that we can’t cross and then drawing it back 10 feet and living in 

fear and/or pride, constantly obsessed with your level of cleanness.  That’s what these 

Pharisees and teachers of the law were doing.  Jesus said that what makes us unclean is 

not from without, but from within. 

 

Jesus and the Disciples 
 Now this needs a little more explanation.  And thankfully we get more as the 

disciples come to Jesus a little confused, maybe feeling like they got in trouble with the 

religious authorities and must be doing something wrong and though they had been 

experiencing freedom with Jesus they were suddenly filled with questioning whether 

maybe they had been sinning too much afterall.  “Then the disciples came to him and 

asked, ‘Do you know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this?’” (v. 12).  

“You really ticked off the religious leaders!” 

“He replied, ‘Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be pulled 

up by the roots’” (v. 13).  Do you realize what he’s doing?  He’s saying that those who 

are respected as the religious leaders aren’t even in the kingdom (!) so don’t pay any 

attention to them.  Going with the imagery introduced in ch. 13 of weeds among the 

wheat, Jesus is saying that these Pharisees and scribes, living in and promoting a system 

of external rules, are planted by Satan and destined to be pulled up and burned on the 

final day.  Likewise there are many religious leaders today who have not been called by 

God, but are in it for themselves, promulgating rules taught by men, hypocrites, who 

completely miss the main point of God’s Word, not just the true obligations but the way 

of salvation.  Some of the most lost people are the most religious! 

 Then Jesus uses another analogy – “Leave them; [don’t pay any attention to 

them;] they are blind guides.  If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a pit” 

(v. 14).  The Pharisees and teachers of the law seek to be leaders, but they are blind.  

They don’t get it.  They completely miss the way.  The disciples should not follow them 

or allow themselves to be influenced by them. 

 “Peter [ever the bold leader] said, ‘Explain the parable to us.’  ‘Are you still so 

dull?’ Jesus asked them” (vv. 15-16).  So evidently the disciples’ spiritual eyesight 

wasn’t 20/20.  They had some cataracts or something.  “Don’t you see…” Jesus says, I 

think gently but challengingly.  Like we saw last week, even genuine Christians have 

doubts and now we see that they also don’t always get it.  They are susceptible to slipping 

back into religion all the time and being frightened by religious teachers to think that 

maybe they aren’t avoiding sin well enough.  “Maybe I’ve become unclean by the movie 

I watched or the beverage I drank last night or the music I listened to and the people I 

was with and jeopardized my status as someone who is a good Christian.  Oh no.  What 

do I do?” 
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 Jesus bears with their dullness and gives them the explanation they ask for: 

“Whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body?” (v. 17).  

Now stop right there.  You’ve got to get the image of Jesus as an uptight, anal, dour, 

square, bland man out of your head.  Here is the proof that he was a man with a sense of 

humor.  He’s teaching his disciples about how this sin thing really works, and he’s 

talking about poop.  Literally it says, “into the latrine,” but some prim and proper 

religious translators thought that was too crass and so they translated it “out of the body.”  

But Jesus was using potty humor to illustrate things!  Listen guys: superficial stuff like 

that doesn’t matter.  So you eat food without doing the secret scrub – the food comes in 

and eventually goes into the toilet.  It’s just passing through.  It doesn’t make you tainted. 

 Now that’s funny, to show how silly it was to think that you could become 

spiritually sullied by some failing to do some external ritual.  But he could also be serious 

and he turns that way in what he said next, taking things far deeper than the seemingly 

serious religious people.  He said, “But the things that come out of the mouth come from 

the heart, and these make a man ‘unclean.’  For out of the heart come evil thoughts, 

murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander.  These are what make 

a man ‘unclean’; but eating with unwashed hands does not make him ‘unclean’” (vv. 18-

20).  The point of this is that we are fundamentally unclean already, deep within us.  “Out 

of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks” (12:34).  When we are put under pressure 

(or sometimes when we’re just really relaxed) out of our mouth comes words which 

reveal what’s really in us – sick hearts, twisted hearts full of all kinds of evil thoughts. 

 One of them listed here is murder.  There is murderousness deep within all of our 

souls.  Brooks tells how 

 

David Buss of the University of Texas asked his students if they had ever 

thought seriously about killing someone, and if so, to write out their 

homicidal fantasies in an essay.  He was astonished to find that 91 percent 

of the men and 84 percent of the women had detailed, vivid homicidal 

fantasies.  He was even more astonished to learn how many steps some of 

his students had taken toward carrying them out. 

 

One woman invited an abusive ex-boyfriend to dinner with thoughts of 

stabbing him in the chest.  A young man in a fit of road rage pulled a 

baseball bat out of his trunk and would have pummeled his opponent if he 

hadn’t run away.  Another young man planned the progression of his 

murder – crushing a former friend’s fingers, puncturing his lungs, then 

killing him. 

 

This stuff is in all of us.  These thoughts and desires and lusts are in our hearts.  

When someone acts on them we shouldn’t be too shocked.  We should recognize that we 

are just as capable.  Maybe we have regulations on us that limit us somehow, but when 

these kinds of things happen (i.e. adultery, theft, lying) it’s not because something foreign 

has gotten into an otherwise good person.  We are acting in line with our character.  We 

are acting out things that are already in us. 

One person has commented that Jesus’ teaching “presupposes that man is not pure 

in himself; if that were the case he would only have to keep himself from the world’s 
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impurities; but he is evil precisely in his interior, in his heart from which go out (v. 19) all 

his crimes.”
4
  The problem is deeper than anything mere religion can deal with, mere 

external fixes.  And do you see: another solution often offered – “It’s not about rules, 

God looks at the heart” – that doesn’t work either.  The heart is “desperately sick” (Jer. 

17:9; ESV).  And the irreligious solution is irrational – we are not good at our core, 

maintaining that is sin itself (pride, deceit).  And when you think about it, the religious 

approach that talks so much of sins is not very different from the irreligious because by 

locating sin as out there they imply that they’re not sinful in themselves and assumes that 

they are capable of warding off sin by their own power. 

Jesus is trying to show us that the problem is not out there: “secular humanism, 

public schools, Democrats, liberals, and gays; or on the other side of the aisle, 

fundamentalism, Christian schools, Republicans, conservatives, and patriarchalists.”
5
  

The problem is within us.  As the Proverb goes – “Who can say, ‘I have kept my heart 

pure; I am clean and without sin’?” (Prov. 20:9). 

 

Jesus and Us 

Now this is a hard pill to swallow.  There are all kinds of spiritualities today 

which advocate a divine spark within all of us.  One spiritual guru – Matthew Black – has 

said that “one way to kill the soul is to worship a God outside you.”
6
  It is so offensive to 

maintain total depravity (as Jesus did).  But, as G.K. Chesterton observed, Christianity 

may have a hard outer ring with original sin and judgment, but in the inner ring “you will 

find the old human life dancing like children, and drinking wine like men; for 

Christianity is the only frame for pagan freedom.”  “But in the modern philosophy the 

case is the opposite; it is its outer ring that is obviously artistic and emancipated; its 

despair is within.”
7
  Christianity has good news that neither religion nor irreligion can 

rival. 

David Brooks is closer to the truth in that he questions the assumption of 

goodness at the center of the human person.  But he only gets it half right in his article, 

but what he misses is the gospel.  The answer is not just to see a dark side of our nature 

and fight against it.  It’s not to aid the better angels of our nature.  Different rules or 

regimens of discipline won’t work.  They are mere band aids.  People don’t need 

regulation, they need regeneration.  We need, like Dick Cheney, a heart transplant.  We 

must be born again (Jn. 3:7).  We need the new heart spoken of in Ezekiel 11, 18, 36. 

 D.A. Carson has said, “What concerned Jesus was not so much the form of 

religion as human nature.  He wanted to see people transformed and their hearts 

renewed… because he came to save his people from their sins.”
8
  It is about the heart.  As 

J.C. Ryle put it: 

 

What is the first thing we need in order to be Christians?  A new heart. – 

What is the sacrifice God asks us to bring to him?  A broken and a contrite 

heart. – What is the true circumcision?  The circumcision of the heart. – 

What is genuine obedience?  To obey from the heart. – What is saving 

faith?  To believe with the heart. – Where ought Christ to dwell?  To dwell 

in our hearts by faith. – What is the chief request that Wisdom makes to 

every one?  “My son, give me thine heart.”
9
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 Jesus wasn’t just another religious teacher.  He came not to awaken the potential 

within, but because on our own we are lost.  He came to awaken people to that and not 

give them techniques for self-improvement or regulations to manage it, but die for it and 

come to life again to give us new hearts, to give us faith that unites us to him and in him 

makes us alive to God. 

 

Conclusion 

Don’t think we’re about religion here at this church.  And let’s not get sucked 

back into the misguided notion of externalism.  “For the kingdom of God is not a matter 

of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 

14:17).  Or as Paul puts it in Colossians 2:20-23: 

 

Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as 

though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: “Do not handle!  

Do not taste!  Do not touch!”?  These are all destined to perish with use, 

because they are based on human commands and teachings.  Such 

regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed 

worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but 

they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence. 

 

Fixating on what can I do and can’t I do is really the wrong question.  Living in 

fear that I have done something wrong is not the right way.  The Christian life is not 

avoiding sin (which is another way to save yourself), but adoring Jesus.  It’s recognizing 

that I am far worse than I ever imagined and yet in Christ I am more righteous than 

humanly possible.  Live in that!  And that really changes people, at their core. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 We come to the Table now that reminds us that we murdered the Son of God.  But 

in God’s love and mercy it was our salvation.  If you recognize your sin and believe it 

was paid for on the cross by the body and blood of Jesus, then you have been regenerated 

by the Holy Spirit, united to Christ; the old has gone the new has come when you died 

with him and were raised with him to newness of live.  Come eat and enjoy.  You don’t 

have to clean yourself up before coming.  Come as you are – a sinner in yourself, but 

righteous in Christ; dead in yourself, but alive in Christ! 

 

Benediction 
I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your 

impurities and from all your idols.  I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in 

you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.  And I will 

put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.  

You will live in the land I gave your forefathers; you will be my people, and I will be 

your God.  I will save you from all your uncleanness. (Ezek. 36:25-29) 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 25, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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