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“Heart Transplant”

Matthew 15:1-20

August 14, 2005

The murder of John the Baptist was a severe blow to Jesus. It must have been because Jesus’ response to the news was to try to find some private time away from his ministry.

I don’t think that the death of John surprised Jesus, but it does seem that when Jesus condescended to become a man he also took on every human weakness, except of course sin. Jesus loved people, sometimes poked fun at his disciples and no doubt chuckled at their antics. Jesus got tired and hungry just like us. He was sometimes disappointed and even angry with the crowds and even his disciples. And when John was murdered Jesus seems to have taken it pretty hard, needed to withdraw somewhere to grieve.

But that wasn’t to be. The crowds followed him like his shadow. Jesus goes to the far side of the lake and they follow him. He goes back across the lake and they follow him. No rest, no time to grieve the loss of the mighty voice of John.


Then in the midst of this pressure some of those ever present critics of his pop up and pop off. Why is it that when we are at our lowest our critics seem to sense it and use that moment to stick us? Maybe Satan is behind that timing, after all the Bible did say that after that attempt in the desert Satan withdrew from Jesus “until an opportune time”. I think the devil is always watching for that “opportune time” with us too. When we are the most tired, when we have just been roundly beaten by the company wise guy, when the boss has just raked us over the coals, it is then that some nit-picking somebody will slip one in, and it hurts more than it should.

The nit-pickers point out to Jesus that his “disciples break the tradition of the elders. They don’t wash their hands before they eat.” Now in my house it is a rule that everyone washes their hands before they eat. With the dog and cat and unlimited access to buckets full of germ breeding places hand washing is the least we can do. But the critics were not talking about washing off the germs before eating, they didn’t know about germs. They were referring to a man-made religious ritual of ceremonial cleaning that wasn’t even in their scriptures. It was for show, that’s all.

Jesus could have just ignored and dismissed them as irrelevant, and maybe on some other day might have. Or he could have given them a reason why his disciples didn’t wash. But instead he attacks. (Who said Jesus was always meek and mild?) He drills them in the very place where there is bound to have been some guilt. (Remember Jesus may be a man but he is still God and knows the inmost secrets of every heart.) Instead of keeping the 5th commandment to “Honor your father and mother” they are ignoring their parent’s needs and keeping their wealth for themselves. And they are justifying their greed by blaming it on God. That accusation in itself must have cut them deeply. But then he twists the knife by quoting Isaiah’s prophesy that they honor God with their lips but not their hearts. Matthew doesn’t say but I suspect they withdraw with their tails between their legs, soundly whipped.

This point, that people can honor God with their lips but not with their heart is so important that Jesus immediately turns to the crowd and strongly applies what he has said to the Pharisees. Since they raised the issue of eating and cleanliness he tells the people, “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)

Now, in Jesus day there were a lot of rules about food, some of them even Levitical rules straight out of Deuteronomy 14. Jesus is clarifying the rules. Kosher cooking and eating with washed or unwashed hands is not what makes a person righteous. Doing things, keeping the rules, coloring within the lines, walking the straight and narrow, these kind of things can be your very pattern of living but if your heart hasn’t been committed to God then your actions will be just going through the motions. They will be a show, like ceremonial hand washing, they will count for nothing in the Kingdom of God. We too need to be careful that our “ceremonial things” don’t become for us the sacred things and replace our devotion to God. 

If the things you do, the life you lead, appears righteous but your heart is not committed to Jesus it will show. Sooner than later your lips will condemn you. The heart is where unrighteousness is breeding and our lips are the first place the spawn emerges. We may be able to control our lips on Sunday but loose control on Monday. What we say and how we treat others during the week speaks volumes about our heart condition.

But your words won’t be the only evidence of your heart condition. Jesus says that out of an unrighteous heart will come evil thoughts. Hurtful things, hurtful to you and toward others.

Our thoughts are powerful things, that’s why Jesus warned that just thinking about a sin is as bad as doing the sin. Our thoughts are like an open the door to actions. That’s why Jesus placed evil thoughts first in his list of evil that comes out of the heart.

Now listen, every Christian has evil thoughts! I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. Every one of us here today, who love Jesus, struggles with the problem, with the sin, lets call it what it is, of evil thoughts. It would be nice if salvation included a complete purge of our tendency toward evil thoughts but it doesn’t. That is why the Bible insists that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”.

Paul recognized the problem and power of evil thoughts, and that’s why in Philippians 4:8 he advises us: “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy – think about such things.” Paul wouldn’t have advised us to choose to think about such good things if we didn’t have the choice about what we think. You can choose to think what you think. Paul says think on the good things. But Paul or Jesus didn’t intend that we go through life with a sweet smile on our faces pretending that everything is peachy when its not.

You can choose to be angry at your situation and let your anger direct your actions. Sometimes that’s not a bad plan. If someone wrongs you, slanders you, cheats you or someone you care about, then ignoring that wrong is wrong. Jesus didn’t ignore it, Paul didn’t, you shouldn’t either. In this reading from Matthew Jesus didn’t ignore the mean criticism of his disciples and indirectly of him. It is perfectly acceptable to defend yourself. But do it in such a manner that your Lord is not embarrassed. Someone may curse you but you can’t respond in kind. You may get cheated but you can’t cheat back. Anger and retribution are not bad as long as they are under the control of a heart surrendered to Jesus.

Which of course begs the question, “Do you stand before God with clean hands only, that is, with mere ceremonial religion, or do you come with a new, clean heart?” Ceremonial religion can be many things that are beautiful to God when done out of a surrendered heart but meaningless to God when done out of an uncommitted heart. Giving money to the poor or your time to charity is never a bad thing but it can be only ceremonial giving when your heart doesn’t belong to Jesus. Attending church is always a good thing but it can be just a ceremony that means nothing to God because your heart isn’t committed to Jesus.

Ceremonial things are not of themselves bad, we respond to ceremony. But Ceremonial things without a committed heart do nothing to change your heart, and on Monday morning you find yourself doing all the old things that hurt you and hurt others.

If that is your situation you have two problems. You need God’s forgiveness for your sins, and you need a new heart that will enable you to stop sinning and begin serving God. Jesus can give you both. He died on the cross for you, he offers the Holy Spirit who will provide a new life. The only place you will ever be able to get this new heart is from the Father and the Son, who made the gift possible. Ask and you will receive. The Pharisees wouldn’t come, which is why they perished in their sins. But you don’t have to. Amen.
