Today, we stand at the midway point of the Gospel According to Matthew. As we have seen, the entire focus of this account is Jesus: who He is, what He taught, and how we should respond to Him. 

Our text for today, Matthew 15:1-20 falls squarely into the category of teaching. In this section, Jesus teaches us something about the world – namely, that we as human beings are defiled by something inside of us rather than something outside of us. Particularly as Jesus moves closer and closer to the cross – and it begins to loom ever larger in the story -  this is a profound truth that we must understand. So, let us look at the text together. We see this point made in two distinct, but complementary ways: by example (15:1-9) and then by instruction (15:10-20). 

I. The example: The Pharisaical Misunderstanding of the Problem (15:1-9)

As with so much of Matthew, Jesus' teaching in this section comes as a response to something that is said to Him. In this case, it is some “Pharisees and scribes...from Jerusalem” (15:1). They come to Jesus and say, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands when they eat?” (15:2). As we have already seen, this is not merely an innocent, or sincere, question. These religious leaders have already made clear that they are opposed to Jesus. They have already accused the disciples once before (Matt. 12:1ff), and Matthew has already told us that they were “conspiring” about “how to destroy” Jesus (Matt. 12:14). These men are opposed to Jesus and His ministry, and they are coming to Him, once again, in hopes of tricking Him or finding a reason to accuse Him. 

In this particular instance, they bring up the issue of hand-washing before meals. Once again, Jesus will take this opportunity to do some weighty teaching about the Kingdom of God. But before we look at Jesus' response, we should take note of a couple of things embedded in the question of these religious leaders. First of all, we should notice that their concern is “the tradition of the elders”. As the teachers of God's people, the Jewish religious leaders were supposed to help God's people understand and obey God's Law. In doing this, these leaders – over time – developed a catalog of writing that sought to elaborate on, explain, and apply God's law in very specific ways. In time, however, this “commentary” on God's law came to be regarded – at least by some – as on equal footing with the Law itself. When the Pharisees and scribes speak of “the tradition of the elders”, this is what they were talking about. God's Law (in the Old Testament) nowhere commanded such washing before meals. It did, however, speak of the need for cleanliness and purity, so some of the religious leaders – over time – had set forth this rule about washing before meals as a means of maintaining purity and cleanliness. These Pharisees and scribes were fixated on keeping this “tradition”. Second, we should notice that their primary concern was with an outward act: the washing of hands before eating. Rather than being concerned with the hearts of Jesus' disciples, they are concerned about conformity to an external regulation. As we have seen throughout Matthew, this is typical for these religious leaders. They are more concerned with outward action than inward reality. So, from the beginning, we should take note of these things, because they become central in the discussion that follows. 

As we have seen elsewhere in Matthew, Jesus does not back down from their question. In fact, He responds with a sharp rebuke. Matthew writes, “He answered them, 'And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition? For God commanded, 'Honor your father and your mother,' and, 'Whoever reviles father or mother must surely die.' But you say, 'If anyone tells his father or his mother, 'What you would have gained from me is given to God,' he need not honor his father.' So for the sake of your tradition you have made void the word of God” (15:3-6). Interestingly, Jesus does not explicitly address their actual question until the very end of this entire episode. Instead, He turns the tables on them by – in the words of Matthew Henry – pointing out the true log in their own eyes. Jesus cuts directly to the heart of the issue by confronting the ease with which they have set aside an explicit command of God. 

This is a sharp rebuke. Jesus accuses the Pharisees of “breaking God's commandment for the sake of their tradition” and of “making void the word of God”. Instead of submitting to the Law, they have disregarded it. Instead of obeying the Law, they have come up with ways of negating it and getting around it. Specifically, as Jesus makes clear, they instructed people that they did not have to care for their parents if they devoted their goods and resources to God. On the surface, this could seem plausible. After all, Jesus Himself has made clear that we must love God more than men – even our closest family (Matt. 10:37). However, the problem here is that God's command is being set aside not because of some other direct command of God but for the sake of obeying a man-made “commandment”. God had not asked them to dedicate their goods and resources to Him – He has no need of such “sacrifice”. He had, however, commanded them to honor their father and mother. At worst, this was a blatant attempt to justify disobeying God's Word. And at best, it is treating God as if He is somehow in need of sacrifice – even at the expense of mercy and even at the expense of God's explicit command. Jesus' words are piercing: He explicitly contrasts the fact that “God commanded” with the reality that “you [the Pharisees] say” - making clear the dangerous situation created by these religious leaders. In their arrogance and misunderstanding, they have dared to create a situation in which the “Law of God” could be ignored in favor of the “law of men”. 

And Jesus drives home His rebuke in verses 7-9 as he declares, “You hyprocrites! Well did Isaiah prophesy of you, when he said: 'This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men'” (15:7-9). You see the problem with these religious leaders was not just that they were committing some wrong action. The problem – as Jesus makes clear by quoting Isaiah – is that their hearts were corrupt. It would be easy to take the negative example of the religious leaders in this text and come away with a moral lesson: do not set aside God's commands for the sake of tradition. Most certainly, that is something we should learn from this text, but there is a deeper lesson here. Particularly in light of what Jesus is about to say in verses 10-20, the Pharisees serve as an example not merely of bad conduct but of a bad heart. Jesus is clear that they are “hypocrites” -  doing and saying things that are not in line with their true nature. The reason they break God's law and make void God's word is because, at root, their hearts are far from God. Their worship is not true – rather, it is “vain” (useless, pointless) – because it comes from a corrupt heart. With these final words, Jesus exposes these religious leaders and points to the true nature of their problem. 

Ultimately, the Pharisees had turned “righteousness” and “worship” into something “out there” that was concerned with external things. They were concerned with food and washing and external cleanliness and had totally neglected the heart. We have already seen hints of this throughout Matthew. Jesus already made clear that the righteousness of the kingdom must “exceed” that of the Scribes and Pharisees (Matt. 5:20) by penetrating beyond action and deed to the heart. Jesus has also reminded them twice already that God desires mercy rather than sacrifice (Matt. 9:13; 12:7). The Pharisees did not understand: they misdiagnosed the problem and, as a result, were mistaken in their treatment. Truly, they had missed the point. And Jesus made clear that they were not truly following, or worshiping, God. 

II. The lesson: Our True Problem is Internal, Not External (15:10-20)

Then, after His sharp interaction with the religious leaders, Jesus turned His attention to the crowds and to His disciples. In light of what had just happened, He then took the opportunity – as we have seen Him do elsewhere in Matthew – to teach truth. And, in this case, He took the opportunity to teach the people about what truly defiles a person. 

Beginning in verse 10, we read, “And he [Jesus] called the people to him and said to them, 'Hear and understand: it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but what comes out of the mouth; this defiles a person” (15:10-11). Without specifically answering the question of the religious leaders, Jesus addresses the issue with a very clear statement: a person is not defiled by what goes into the mouth but by what comes out of the mouth. As in chapter 12, Jesus uses words to represent that which comes out of the heart. The point is not that words alone defile us – as if actions do not matter. The point is that words come from inside of us – specifically, the heart. The point is that we are defiled by something inside of us rather than something outside of us. Our problem, as human beings, is not what is “out there” but what is “in here”. Clearly, Jesus is not talking about germs and hygiene but about true defilement: the corruption of sin. And, in that sense – according to Jesus, we have a far bigger problem with our sinful hearts than with germs and parasites. 

Interestingly, this statement offends the religious leaders. In verse 12, we read, “Then the disciples came and said to him, 'Do you know that the the Pharisees were offended when they hard this saying?' He [Jesus] answered, 'Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be rooted up. Let them alone; they are blind guides. And if the blind lead the blind, both will fall into a pit'” (15:12-14). Using an image from one of the parables in Matthew 13, Jesus declares that the reason they are offended is because they are not true “sons of the kingdom”. Instead, they are “sons of the evil one” who will be uprooted in time. Moreover, whoever follows them will be uprooted as well. You see, this discussion of how we become defiled is not just a minor squabble. Life and death are at stake. 

But Jesus does not stop with the simple statement that a person is defiled by what comes out of the mouth rather than what goes into the mouth. In response to Peter's request for further explanation, Jesus says, “Are you also still without understanding? Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach and is expelled? But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person” (15:16-18). Here, Jesus gets more explicit. The reason that we are not defiled by what goes into us is because it passes through the body and is expelled. The body takes what it needs from our food and then expels the rest. However, that which comes from the mouth comes from the heart, and we carry that around with us. Our sickness is not something that has attached itself to us like a leech. It is something we carry around everywhere we go like an infection. Once again, the problem is not “out there”, it is “in here”. 

But Jesus is not content merely to speak in generalities. He closes out our section by saying, “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person. But to eat with unwashed hands does not defile anyone” (15:19-20). So, Jesus finally answers the question of the religious leaders from verse 2: the reason His disciples do not wash their hands is because eating with unwashed hands does not defile anyone. No doubt, washing your hands will help prevent physical illness and promote general hygiene, but it has nothing do with whether someone is acceptable or unacceptable before God. The thing that determines whether someone is acceptable to God is whether their heart is in submission to Him or rebellion against Him. The thing that determines whether we are clean or unclean is whether we walk in obedience. And, sadly, by this measure, we all fail. As Jesus makes clear, it is things like evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, and slander that defile us. And notice that it is not just the evil acts that defile us. Rather, the problem is that these evil acts come out of our hearts. The root and cause of our impurity and defilement and uncleanness before God erupts out of our own hearts. At our core, we are unclean and impure. Jesus has already made this point in Matthew 12. And James makes a similar point about the sinful desires of our heart being the root of our sins and of many of our problems (James 1:13-15; 4:1-2). Once again, we see the central point: we are defiled by something we carry around inside of us rather than by something that we come in contract with outside of us. 

III. So what?

But, having seen this central point, what does that mean for us? Why is the reality that true defilement comes from insider rather than outside such an important reality? There are a few reasons. 

First, it helps us understand how to interpret the Old Testament. You see, the Old Testament is full of external regulations regarding cleanliness and purity. Even for faithful, God-fearing Jews, these external regulations were central to their identity. And still today, as we read the Old Testament, how do we deal with those regulations? In this passage, Jesus makes clear that those regulations and laws were not intended to be once-for-all laws of conduct. Rather, they were intended to be pictures and images rather than absolute laws. In fact, in Mark's version of this story, Mark adds an editorial comment that “Thus he [Jesus] declared all foods clean” (Mark 7:19b). There is a profound difference between following God now and in the Old Testament. Then, certain foods were forbidden, but now, all foods are clean. Rather than certain animals and people and situations being inherently unclean, the laws and regulations pointed to the need for true purity and cleansing. The point was not that certain animals or objects are inherently unclean. The point was that we must be pure and clean if we are going to come to God. As Hebrews 9:9-10 make clear, these rules and regulations never healed our conscience or made us clean inside. Rather, they were put in place “until the time of reformation” - until Jesus Christ came. 

And now that Christ has come, the pictures are no longer needed. Christ has come and made clear that true uncleanness is in the heart. And now, the concern is with the heart. In Acts 10:9-16, we read the incredible story of God telling Peter to “rise, kill, and eat” unclean animals – because God has declared them clean! In Acts, God was helping Peter understand that the Gentiles were going to be part of God's people too. The issue is not external regulation but the condition of the heart. As Romans 14:17 says, “...the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” 1 Cor. 8:8 makes clear that “food will not commend us to God”. At the end of the day, we cannot be accepted by God because of anything we do or because of anything we avoid. It is a matter of the heart. 

And this brings us to the central point of this exchange between Jesus and the religious leaders. Ultimately, since being “clean” and “pure” is a matter of the heart, we are all corrupt and defiled. Jesus' point in rebuking the Pharisees was not that His disciples were clean in and of themselves. His rebuke of the Pharisees was because the Pharisees thought they were clean. Later on, in Matthew 23, Jesus will make this very point: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the  cup and the plate, that the outside also may be clean” (Matt. 23:25-26). You see, this is the very point. We are all unclean and defiled and impure at the very core of our being! Rom. 3:23 makes clear that we all sin and fall short of the glory of God. Eph. 2:1-3 makes clear that by nature we are dead in our sins, following the course of this world, and following the prince of the power of the air. Jesus' point is that we are all unclean – whether we have eaten “unclean” foods or not and whether we have touched something “impure” or not. Jesus wants us to know that we are unclean – not so that we will despair, but so that we will come to Him to be cleansed. 

You see, God is not interested in our self-esteem or in helping us think well of ourselves and our ability. God is interested in helping us see our sinfulness, so that we will come to Him to be clean. By nature, we are unclean, and this is terrible news because Rev. 21:27 makes clear that “nothing unclean” will ever enter God's eternal Kingdom. But, long ago, God promised that He would do something. Through the prophet Ezekiel, He declared, “I will take you from the nations and gather you from all the countries and bring you into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heat of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules” (Ezek. 36:24-27). God promised not to find clean people but to create clean people by washing and cleansing those who had been unclean. 

And how does this happen? According to the New Testament, it is through the cleansing and purifying death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Titus 2:14 makes clear that Jesus gave himself for us “to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works”. You see, we do not cleanse ourselves in order to come to God. We come to God in order to be cleansed so that we might then live new lives that are pleasing to God. Hebrews 10 makes the same point when it tells us to “draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith” because “our hearts [are] sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies [are] washed with pure water” (Heb. 10:22). God knows that we are impure and defiled. And He sent His Son to live a life of perfect obedience in our place and to die in our place and to come back to life so that whoever believes in Him could be cleansed and purified. Interestingly, those who enter into God's eternal kingdom in Revelation 21:27 (as opposed to those who are “unclean”) is not those who are “clean” in and of themselves but rather “those who are written in the Lamb's book of life”. 

So, as you sit here today, I would simply ask you – do you know that you are unclean? How are trying to come to God? Are you walking like the religious leaders and assuming that you can somehow come into God's presence because of what you have done or not done? The problem is that you carry around uncleanness in your heart, and nothing unclean can be accepted by God. Repent of your sins and throw yourself on the mercy of Christ – trusting Him and following Him. This is the only way to be clean. This is the only way to be pure. This is the only way to be accepted. 

And if you have repented of your sins and trusted in Jesus to save you, I would plead with you to remember that your relationship with God is not fundamentally a matter of doing or avoiding. You are not accepted by God because of anything you do or do not do -  and neither is anyone else. Do not present Christianity as a system of dos and donts, because that is not what it is. Christianity is the message that the unclean can be clean and the impure can be pure. Rest in, and rejoice in, the perfect finished work of Christ. Rest in the blood of Christ that cleanses us from all impurity. Rest in the perfect sacrifice of Christ that makes us always, forever, perfectly clean. And then, because of what Christ has done, walk in obedience. Because you have been cleansed, cleanse yourself of every defilement of body and mind. Because you have been purified, walk in purity. This is the glorious good news of Christ. May we trust it and walk in it. Amen.  

