Matthew 15:1-28 — What's Inside?
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Do you think Christians should be polite and kind to other people? | suspect most of you asked
that in a general context would say, yes. But maybe not after that reading.

Jesus is pretty direct. “You hypocrites!” he says of the Pharisees. “They are blind guides of the
blind.” And he quotes a passage from Isaiah at them: “This people honours me with their lips, but
their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.”
(which is roughly Isaiah 29:13). He is also quite offhand with the Caananite woman.

| like verse 12, when the disciples come to Jesus and say “You do realise that the Pharisees were
offended by what you said?” |think he probably did. But he still said it. Being nice is not the be-
all-and-end-all of relationships; it is clearly important, sometimes, to call out what is wrong, even if
that may (and probably will) upset people.

The argument here starts with the Pharisees criticising Jesus because his disciples are not washing
their hands before they eat. This is not actually in the Torah, the Law, but it a ‘tradition of the
elders’ that developed later.

Washing your hands is a bit of a law in many of our households too, before meals, when the
children of the family come in having been doing who-knows-what, with the remains of it all over
them. But that is about hygiene, infection, but this is not. It is about ritual purity. Doing an action
that because it is thought to protect you, making you clean before God.

It is interesting that Jesus was happy to ignore this rule. He said earlier that “not one stroke of a
letter will pass from the law until all is accomplished”, and “whoever breaks one of the least of
these commandments... will be called least in the kingdom of heaven” Matthew 5: 18-19. This is
clearly different. There are laws which are from God, and laws from people. It would be
interesting to hear him expand on that. And notable that, much later, the disciples, brought up
surrounded by Jewish teaching on behaviour, managed to take Christianity to non-Jews without all
the rules.

As often seems to be the case, Jesus does not like to reduce things to regulation. It is where your
heart is that matters. Which is often harder, but better.

He then points out how the Pharisees themselves overturn an actual commandment simple by
saying a form of words. Hence his accusation of hypocrisy.

An obvious question arising from this is, Do we teach human precepts as doctrines? | suspect we
sometimes do. And we should be wary of doing so. Where do our rights and wrongs come from?

Jesus response to the Pharisees question about hand washing is that it is not what goes in that
makes you unclean, it is what comes out.



Jesus’ statement “whatever goes into the mouth enters the stomach, and goes out into the sewer”
is nicely graphic, and would appeal to many younger people that | know.

It is what comes out of your mouth that defiles, and it shows what is in your heart. It is what you
say: evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander.

But how can we change what is inside us?

Some things that go into us obviously do have an effect. What goes into the mouth is food and
drink (and air). But we take in a lot of other things.

So, for example, where you get your news can have an effect on you. We have known a few
people, in the family and outside, who are generally kind, thoughtful Christians, who come out
with some outrageous statement that are clearly coming from particular newspapers. Some
publications try to make you angry, to create division. While it is good to read a range of
publications so that you see opposing opinions, if you only ever get your information from that
sort of source, your perception of reality can change.

Paul says in Philippians, “whatever is true, whatever is honourable, whatever is just, whatever is
pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is
anything worthy of praise, think about these things” (4:8).

Part of prayer and meditation is about focusing on things that are godly, good, giving ourselves
time to see events and people in perspective, God’s perspective.

Even more significantly, God can change us from the inside. In the Old Testament God says to his
people “A new heart | will give you, and a new spirit | will put within you; and | will remove from
your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh” Ezekiel 36:26. As Christians we have
the promise of the Holy Spirit to live and work within us to change us. If we will turn to God, even
in the faintest way, and allow him to turn us around, to encourage what is good in us, he will help.
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Matthew 15

The Tradition of the Elders

Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, 2 “Why do your disciples break the
tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands before they eat.” 3 He answered them, ‘And why
do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition? 4 For God said, “Honour your father
and your mother,” and, “Whoever speaks evil of father or mother must surely die.” 5 But you say that
whoever tells father or mother, “Whatever support you might have had from me is given to God”, then that
person need not honour the father. 6 So, for the sake of your tradition, you make void the word of God.
You hypocrites! Isaiah prophesied rightly about you when he said:

8 “This people honours me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me;
9 in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.””

Things That Defile

10 Then he called the crowd to him and said to them, ‘Listen and understand: 11 it is not what goes into the
mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles.” 12 Then the disciples
approached and said to him, ‘Do you know that the Pharisees took offence when they heard what you
said?’ 13 He answered, ‘Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be uprooted. 14 Let
them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. And if one blind person guides another, both will fall into a
pit.” 15 But Peter said to him, ‘Explain this parable to us.” 16 Then he said, ‘Are you also still without
understanding? 17 Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth enters the stomach, and goes out
into the sewer? 18 But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. 19
For out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander. 20
These are what defile a person, but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile.’

The Canaanite Woman’s Faith

21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 22 Just then a Canaanite woman
from that region came out and started shouting, ‘Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is
tormented by a demon.” 23 But he did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying,
‘Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” 24 He answered, ‘l was sent only to the lost sheep of the
house of Israel.” 25 But she came and knelt before him, saying, ‘Lord, help me.” 26 He answered, ‘It is not
fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 27 She said, ‘Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the
crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” 28 Then Jesus answered her, ‘Woman, great is your faith! Let it
be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly.

Romans 11

| ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means! | myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham,
a member of the tribe of Benjamin. 2 God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew ... 29 for the gifts
and the calling of God are irrevocable. 30 Just as you were once disobedient to God but have now received
mercy because of their disobedience, 31 so they have now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy
shown to you, they too may now receive mercy. 32 For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he
may be merciful to all.



