Sermon - 16.08.2026 – Proper 15 Year A, Pentecost 12			   “What defiles us”

Lectionary readings: Gen 45:1-15; Rom 11:1-2a; 29-32; Matt 15:(10-20) 21-28

“10 Then Jesus 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.’
21 Jesus went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.  22 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, ‘I 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.”  [Matt 15:10-28 NRSV]

As is so often the case in Ordinary Time, it’s not immediately obvious what the connection is between the various Lections, but this week, any one of them would make excellent sermon material! The OT passage has been one of my favourite stories since childhood – the story of Joseph, now second-in-command to Pharoah over the whole land of Egypt, as he confronts and then embraces his brothers, who had sold him into captivity. However, I’m sure you are well acquainted with the story, although if you’re relying on the ‘Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat’ (Rice/Lloyd-Webber) version, I would strongly advise you to read the original! Anyway, we’ll leave it there for today.

The Epistle reading is from St Paul’s letter to the church in Rome, Ch.11.  You may not be aware of this, but many preachers studiously avoid Chs. 9, 10 & 11 of Romans and jump straight from the end of Ch.8 to the beginning of Ch.12! Paul concludes Ch.8 with those stirring words of spiritual faith: “38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” And then he starts the intensely practical part of his letter in Ch.12 with: “1I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.” In between these two very well-known scriptures, Paul goes onto a major diversion into the relationship between Israel and the Church, for which there may have been good and understandable reasons in the first century AD, but nowadays are very difficult indeed to interpret. Sadly, we have known some Christians who have been seriously led astray following confused teaching on those three Chapters.  Even the Lectionary gives short readings on this Sunday and the two previous ones in Year A and never covers it again!  So, we’ll leave it there for today, although I would be happy to talk to anyone who has some serious thoughts on those chapters.

So, turning to our Gospel reading today, this also takes us to a much less well-known part of Matthew’s Gospel; last week we had the ‘walking on water’ passage about which a great deal could be said. That ended Ch.14 and Ch.15 begins with the Pharisees and scribes coming to Jesus and asking Him: “2 ‘Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders?  For they do not wash their hands before they eat.’” [Matt 15:2] We pick up the narrative in v.10 and in the intervening verses Jesus has one of His fairly typical confrontations with the Pharisees that we see throughout Matthew’s Gospel.  

Today’s reading is in two quite separate sections vv.10-20 and vv.21-28; the first section is dealing directly with that question in v.2 and is what I want to focus on briefly this morning.  The Hebrew ceremony of ‘ritual cleansing’ from what was ‘unclean’ was hardly something extra-biblical that was invented by the Pharisees and other dogmatic ‘law-keepers’ but is very clearly spelt out in the Torah (the Pentateuch), especially in Lev 11; indeed, if you have nothing better to do this afternoon, you might reread Lev 11 - it makes you realise just how limited a diet the ancient people of Israel were allowed and just how much was deemed ‘unclean’!
However, what the Pharisees and others were objecting to here was not that Jesus was disobeying Torah - indeed He was not - but that He was not adhering to the centuries of ‘additions’ to the Bible by the Rabbinical scholars in the writings which were eventually known as the Talmud.

So, the Pharisees’ accusation about “washing hands” had nothing to do with cleanliness but referred to the ceremonial washings of the rigidly orthodox Jews (this is made clearer in the parallel passage in Mark’s Gospel:  3 For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; 4 and they do not eat anything from the market unless they wash it; and there are also many other traditions that they observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze kettles. [Mark 7:3,4 NRSV] Their attack was directed against Jesus’ disciples, who were accused of failing to observe the elders’ tradition of the ceremonial washing of hands before eating.  This tradition (Rabbinic, not Mosaic) was an elaborate washing ritual. It was bad enough that Jesus and His disciples mingled with outcasts, but they did not even seek to be purified!  Of course, in making this accusation, these religious leaders were forcing Jesus to deal with the very foundation of their religious faith.  If Jesus rejected the sacred traditions of the nation, then He was a heretic!

So, picking up at v.10, where our reading started, Jesus starts to teach the ‘crowds’, who may well have observed this incident; He says: ‘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.’  In other words, it doesn’t matter how much ceremonial washing you might have done - if you are ‘unclean’ inside then that will determine what you speak. Whether or not the disciples accepted what Jesus said, we don’t know; what we do know is that they were very concerned that Jesus had “offended” the Pharisees by what he had said to them.  All he had, in fact, said to them was that they should put into practice what the Bible taught them, before they paid over-much attention to ‘tradition’; this is not at all to denigrate ‘tradition’ – there are many traditions that I also love – but tradition cannot be allowed to conflict with the teaching of Scripture.

Jesus’ response to the disciples is anything but gentle: ‘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.’  Jesus uses two metaphors to explain why they need take no account of the Pharisees:  the first is a ‘planting’ metaphor - the Pharisees, says Jesus, were not of God’s planting and would be uprooted; the second is that they cannot see, and gives rise to the famous saying about the blind guides leading the other blind into the “ditch” [KJV] or the “pit” [NRSV] (Pieter Bruegel’s wonderful 1568 painting of this parable has always stuck in my mind); ‘pit’ is a better translation of the Gk word - it’s not something easy to get out of, like a ditch!

Peter says: “explain this parable to us”; now, before we say, “well that’s not too bright, is it, Peter”, it is clear that it is what Jesus said in v.11 that needs explanation, not what he said in v.13,14.  This is clear from Jesus’ response:  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?  Well - not always (!), but it’s generally true; it’s not the lack of ‘washing’, or the physical ‘food’ that defiles us - cut the ‘holy talk’, that’s just the way it is.  He goes on:  18 But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles.  Scripture does not use the ‘heart’ as a physical organ but as the seat of our emotional being; a good question for us to ask ourselves is whether our ‘hearts’ are conditioned merely by our ‘traditions’, or whether we are allowing what Rev Dr John Stott used to call the “living Word of the living God” to speak into them.  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.’

So, where does that leave us, here, today?  Do we simply follow ‘tradition’, or do we allow the Bible to influence what we do and say?  Are we where we are because we have been ‘planted’ by God? Are we blind people, simply following other blind people, or is our vision clear?  What’s in our ‘heart’ - does it defile us and lead us into serious sin, or does it lead us into the pathway that God desires for each of us.  These are questions that we all need to seriously ask ourselves, as we approach Communion and especially as we consider our whole future as Holy Trinity church and our work and witness in Kilmarnock. I encourage every one of us to ask ourselves what part we will play in the new project for the church that we will be considering with Scott Cooper next Sunday.  May we each find our own role and do it with a pure ‘heart’. Amen. 
