
Sermon, September 2, 2018 

Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 

 

 

I have been listening to a lot of country music this week.  I get so taken with the lyrics but 

they seem to all boil down to one thing and that is love. Whether someone has been lied to, 

cheated on, or drinking too much, losing someone, or becoming lost - matters of the heart - 

not being loved the way one wants or needs to be loved.  It has been said to have a hit in 

the country chart, a song must include at least 3 of the following: cheating, lying, drinking, 

leaving, losing, lonesomeness, or dying …………..all while dancing the 2 step. 

 

And so it is with the scriptures this morning…matters of the heart.  The Pharisees continue 

to gather around Jesus only to sing their continued song of artful guile….always 

questioning him.  There is always a crowd anxious to hear Jesus’ response.  Thus far, 

Pharisees and scribes have failed to discredit Jesus.  Today he is scrutinized as he sits to 

eat with the disciples.  Pharisees are quick to point out that Jesus has not observed the 

practice of ritual cleansing.  The disciples, they claim, are eating with defiled hands.  They 

had not washed their hands before they began to eat. 

Pharisees and scribes– they were good people trying to obey God …but their adoption of 

the traditions of the elders had become so practiced that Jewish leaders over time believed 

them to be sacred.  Jesus was quite aware that they had lost sight of the line between God’s 

law and human opinion.  Ritual cleanliness had nothing to do with hygiene.  Pharisaic 

handwashing involved the use of only a small amount of water poured over the hands to 

wash away ritual defilement such as touching an unclean object or person.    

 

So in his wisdom, Jesus promptly responds by saying, “You abandon the commandment of 

God and hold to human tradition.”  He even goes so far to imply that the Pharisees are 

hypocrites by quoting from the prophet Isaiah saying to them, “even though they honor 

God with their lips, their hearts are far from him.  In vain they worship, teaching human 

precepts as doctrines.”  

Mark’s gospel points out the tradition of the elders…. Such as, “Do not eat without 

washing not only hands, but meats from the market, along with cups, pots and bronze 

kettles they used to cook and eat and drink from…. Traditions that date as far back as the 

observances and writings of the law in Exodus and Leviticus.  Mark gives testament to 

Jesus recognizing the Pharisees upholding the law with such rigid tradition, they allowed 

tradition to outweigh the word of God.  Their values were drawn from culture rather than 

from scripture. 

 



We would do well to heed these words in our own church communities.  We too are 

vulnerable to the trap of allowing our tradition and reason to override scripture.  Our 

wonderful 3 legged stool with which we measure God’s authority. While we have a 

responsibility to preserve tradition even with good reason, we must take care to be sure it a 

practice based on scripture. There comes a warning of sure and certain death from words 

like, “we have never done it that way before.”   You can pray standing up or you can pray 

sitting down and still never really pray.  You can wash your hands a thousand times and 

still have sin in your heart.  You can pray every prayer in the 1928 prayer book and still 

not know God.  You can worship on red carpet all your life and never really experience 

holy ground.  You can taste the bread and drink the wine and never really commune with 

God.  It’s not the outward form of the tradition that matters; it’s what lies in our hearts.   

 

We must be open to examining our daily work to make certain it is about the spreading the 

word of God from our hearts.  It is so easy to fall into a comfortable rut and not question 

our habits and routines in order to avoid the pitfalls that doing the same things the same 

way, every day, can bring.  We must ask regularly, “Where is God in this?” 

 

Jesus knew this wasn’t just a message for the Pharisees.  He then turns to the whole crowd 

surrounding him and addresses everyone. “Listen to me, all of you and understand there is 

nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what 

defile.”  He is not to speaking to just the scribes and Pharisees, he is speaking to everyone 

saying, “it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come.” 

 

And oh there are so many…..Jesus lists some of them in our reading today. Fornication, 

theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, 

folly.   Any of these sound familiar?  If not, just tune into the local and national news for 

just a few minutes.  Choices people make every day create the world around us. We talk 

about it – some sing about it- but hopefully most pray a lot about it. 

 

These things he refers to cannot be either unclean or clean in any real religious sense of the 

term.  Only persons can be defiled, and what defiles a person is his own actions.  Every 

outward act of sin is preceded by an inward act of choice.  Making choices has everything 

to do with what comes out of the heart.  

 

We know Jesus came to this earth to fulfill the Law of God and to walk among us as the 

prophets foretold.  He has summed up the 10 laws God gave to Moses –and has made it 

into a “2 step”….. Love God, love your neighbor as yourself.  

 

Is Jesus guilty of replacing God’s commandment with his own teaching in effect, doing the 

same thing that he accuses the Pharisees of doing?  No.  As the Christ, God’s Son, Jesus 



speaks with Godly authority to correct errors that had inserted themselves in Israel’s life 

over the centuries.    

 

His word continues to redirect us when we get caught up in the authority of our own 

traditions and culture.  But we must make the choice to confess the when we have “erred 

and strayed from thy ways like lost sheep and followed too much the devices and desires 

of our own hearts.”  You may recognize this from the Confession in Morning prayer.   By 

asking for forgiveness, we are absolved and return to the pure love we were created to be.   

 

Always choose love...  Not just as an individual, but also as we gather in our communities 

of worship, work and play, growing God’s word into the world.  It takes practice. And it 

takes all of us.  We all must begin again, and again and again. 

 

Last week, we heard preached that it takes intentionality.  Every day, we must choose to 

put on the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, while carrying the sword of the 

spirit as we walk in shoes of peace.    

 

I could quote you a few lyrics from country singers such as Merle, Willie and Tim as they 

offer some pretty good advice.  But I’ll stick with scripture.   

 

We heard this morning from the book of James.  We might all do well to read this book as 

it offers encouragement for building strong moral character.   I will end this morning by 

re-reading selected verses we already heard, but this time using the Bible version, The 

Message: 

16- So, my very dear friends, don’t get thrown off course. 

 Every desirable and beneficial gift comes out of heaven.  

19“Post this at all the intersections: 

Lead with your ears,  

follow up with your tongue,  

and let anger straggle along in the rear.  

God’s righteousness doesn’t grow from human anger.  

So throw all spoiled virtue and cancerous evil in the garbage. 

In simple humility, let our gardener, God, landscape you with the Word, 

making a salvation-garden of your life.” 

 
 

 

 


