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You Go&a Start With the Heart 

Context 

When we are dealing with the words of Jesus we are in a special place. When Jesus spoke, it was 
Scripture. So we always take parPcular care with his ideas and the context into which he speaks. Because 
we consider that which he intends to teach to be of the highest importance to our faith. 

This discussion of hand washing with the Pharisees takes a bit of unpacking so we can actually get to the 
heart of the ma:er. 

Jesus lived in a Pme where the Temple stood at the centre of Jewish pracPce; it was literally the physical 
centre of the Jewish world for the esPmated 6 million Jews residing in the Roman Empire. About 10% 
lived in PalesPne. It was just a 100 km away when he was home in the north and just over his shoulder 
whenever he was in Jerusalem. A great, imposing, physical and spiritual symbol of God’s presence in 
their midst.  

And there was geography of holiness we might call in it. The holiness of God was at its purest potency at 
the altar and it lessened as you moved outward away from the altar, inner court, outer court, outside the 
walls of the Temple and then by degrees away into the city and beyond, holiness dissipated. And so to 
“go up to Jerusalem” as to draw near to the very presence of God. 

Proximity to God. Nearness to God. When was the last Pme you felt it? This morning, yesterday, a year 
ago, ten years ago? We just want to draw near to God because that is where the soul longs to dwell. 

What Jesus is arguing for isn’t complicated. His brother James put it this way: Draw near to God and he 
will draw near to you… (James 4:8) 

This was a very different world from our own, where the noPon of sacred place has li:le importance in 
the way we think. Is there any place that is sacred to you? A space where God is? In a way I envy the 
noPon of that profound sense of physical space which symbolizes God’s presence. And, I rather mourn 
the loss of the sense of the sacred in our culture. 

I remember feeling God’s presence one Pme in a church in England where a plaque told me that the 
Eucharist had been celebrated there every week for the last 700 years without interrupPon. One feels it 
at St. Catherine’s Monastery where the Eucharist has been celebrated without pause for twice that long, 
or perhaps the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, that strange, almost frightening edifice. 

Now our story from the Gospel of Ma:hew today is a midrash by Jesus on hand washing. By that I mean 
a commentary on an OT passage, much done in Jesus’ day by the rabbis. 

There is a prescripPon in Exodus 30:17-21 that says that priests will, as a perpetual ordinance, wash 
their hands when handling offerings for the altar. In Pme, over many centuries the washing of hands 
became generalized in Jewish culture as a sign of piety before eaPng. It became, as Jesus’ conversaPon 
with the Pharisees referred to it, a “tradiPon of the elders.” 

 21 They shall wash their hands and their feet, so that they may not die: it shall be a perpetual 
ordinance for them, for him and for his descendants throughout their genera>ons. 
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(For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus 
observing the tradi>on of the elders; 4 and they do not eat anything from the market unless they wash 
it; and there are also many other tradi>ons that they observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze 
keIles.) (Mark 7:3-4) 

 “Metaphorically, in biblical literature the hands are the instrument of the heart. They do deeds of 
righteousness or deeds of evil. ‘Clean hands’ symbolize purity of heart (Gen 20:5; Deut 21:6; Job 17:9; 
Pss 24:4, 26:6; Ma: 27:24.” (Neale, Luke 9-24, p. 87) 

“In the Bible the plainly visible hands [are] a powerful symbol of the condiPon of the invisible 
heart.” (Neale, Luke 9-24, p. 87)  

So our church mo:o: “To be the visible handprint of God” implies that our hearts are clean, a potent 
symbol of our intent as a community. 

In the Text 

And now to our text for this morning, which is about Jesus and a bit of a debate with the Pharisees about 
Ex 30 and the significance of hand washing. Btw, only about 1% of the populaPon were card carrying 
Pharisees, maybe 6000 (says Jeremias). 

Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why do your disciples break the 
tradi>on of the elders? For they do not wash their hands before they eat.” (Ma:hew 15:1-2) 

I actually came up empty-handed when I was trying thing of a modern analogy. I am not speaking of the 
new civic religion of hand washing, social distancing and mask wearing. Those are things that we must to 
show our love and care for those around us.  

What are the standards of pious conduct that prevail in the church today? 60 years ago it might have 
been wearing jewelry or even more recently going to movies or dancing. There is a good discussion 
quesPon: ‘what expectaPons do we lay on others as a test of purity?’ 

Jesus replies, “And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your 
tradi>on? (Ma:hew 15:3) Why do you observe rules like these but commit far more grave 
transgressions of your responsibility to God? You should use your money to support your parents before 
you give it as an offering to God. Do what is right!  

For out of the heart come evil inten>ons, murder, adultery, fornica>on, theP, false witness, slander. (v 
19) These things make you unfit for proximity to God. 

Put another way, ‘You’ve go:a start with the heart guys!’ (v 18, The Message) 

Do you remember the Lucan story of the Parable of the Good Samaritan, where the priests going up to 
Jerusalem go around the poor man at the side of the road? They would not jeopardize their ability to 
perform their priestly duPes by touching a man who was clearly ritually impure for lots of reasons. They 
would be rendered ‘common’ and unable to fulfill the duPes of their two-week rotaPon.  
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But this is the very thing Jesus of Nazareth rejects. He wants to talk about, not ritual purity, but purity of 
the heart. Always. You’ve go:a start with the heart. 

It is difficult to express how discomfiPng this was to Jesus’ contemporaries, for whom Temple purity was 
a central tenet of the way they lived. It was just their whole frame of reference. They just don’t dance, 
wear jewelry or go to the movies. They weren’t trying to be annoying, they were trying to be pure, but it 
was missing the point. 

When the disciples approach Jesus later to ask him if he was aware he had offended the Pharisees when 
he said that he said… pish posh. The blind leading the blind, eye-roll. Ignore them, he says. May they all 
fall in a ditch. 

If you look only to the externals of religious pracPce, you are missing the heart of the ma:er. It isn’t 
handwashing (or whatever you think right pracPce is) brings you into proximity God. It is the purity of 
your heart that draws you near to God. 

From the Text 

How do you ‘start with the heart?’ Well, good, basic quesPon. This is spirituality 101,  

May be the church doesn’t say enough… isn’t quite clear about sin these days. And sin is always a 
problem. What proceeds from it is life-destroying. It makes us common… it makes us low… it makes us 
vulgar. It puts distance in our proximity to God. 

Here is the miracle. We can’t do this alone. Jesus takes us into the presence of God by his grace and the 
redeeming power of his life and death and resurrecPon. This is how we start with the heart.  

Therefore, my friends, since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, 20 by the 
new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain (that is, through his flesh), 21 and since 
we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of 
faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 
(Heb 10:22) 

Can you just feel the release? The spiritual liberty of this simple and honest heart. 

Don’t worry about “washing your hands.” Don’t worry about following the rules, start and stay with your 
heart. And you will find the nearness to God your soul craves.  

Consequently he is able for all >me to save those who draw near to God through him, since he always 
lives to make intercession for them. (Heb 7:25) 

Simple, direct purity of heart. And we crazy ChrisPans believe that this blessed purity of heart is 
something that we can only a:ain through the grace of Jesus’ death and resurrecPon, his redeeming 
presence in the person of the Holy Spirit in us –only this grace can lead us back to the garden of purity.  

Thanks be to God. Amen 
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