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AN ENEMY WITHIN 

If someone‟s heart was not in the right place, if there was interest in sowing discord within our congregation, one 

way to do so would be to start a whispering campaign that certain unnamed people who were preparing our food 

for our after-worship fellowship time had not washed their hands before setting out the food.  A natural response 

would be to wonder which of our hosts might have gotten caught dirty-handed and then the next wave of 

whispers would take place.  “You know, I got a cold just after old germy Jehosaphat was the host – I bet he‟s the 

one that doesn‟t wash his hands.”  “I think it has to be unsanitary Sapphira – she‟s one of the newer hosts and I‟m 

not sure she is up to our standards of cleanliness.”  You can imagine the drop-off in attendance and the 

interruption in table fellowship that might expand to the pot luck and salt shaker groups.  Perhaps the state health 

department would get called in.  Just to be clear – this scenario is totally fictional.   

However, there was more than a whispering of charges against Jesus followers when it was observed that they 

didn‟t wash their hands before eating.  And Jesus did not join in the criticism of the besmirched behavior.  I wish 

I had known this bible story when I was a kid who sometimes went directly from playing outside to the dinner 

table when called without washing my hands.  Had I been a better bible student back then, I could have told my 

parents that Jesus defended his foul-fingered friends and then reminded them that Pontius Pilate who sentenced 

Jesus to death was the one who washed his hands.  They didn‟t want me to be like him, did they?  Of course, that 

would have been poor use of scriptural authority as well as bad strategy for dealing with my parents.  Young 

people, don‟t try to pull such a thing at home.  The CDC, NIH and a long line of medical professionals are on the 

hand-washing side of the ledger – you won‟t win.   

But why did Jesus defend his dirty dozen?  First let‟s be clear that the issue was not about getting rid of germs 

before eating.  The Pharisees and scribes who brought this criticism of his followers to Jesus had started out as 

groups that had a goal of helping the Jewish people maintain their Jewish identity to enhance their relationship 

with God at a time when Roman and other gentile people were having a greater impact on Jewish culture.  They 

strongly emphasized Sabbath practices as well as the part of the Hebrew law concerning diet, and they enhanced 

what was found in scripture about purity policies.  But what started out with the good intent of drawing the people 

of God closer together, ended up having the effect of defining who was „in‟ and who was „out,‟ judging who had 

and who could have a good relationship with God.  Their oral tradition with its extensive rules about ritual purity 

got used as a yardstick to measure who was disciplined and good, and that so-called yardstick was used to whack 

the knuckles of those who did not measure up to their standards.  These leaders believed that a primary path 

toward holiness consisted of separating oneself from anything or anyone that was not considered pure, by their 

definition of pure.  The regulations and practices over time primarily became a way to keep those whom they 

considered „outsiders‟ out.  I heard someone say that if you are convinced that God hates all the same people you 

hate, then you can be sure that you‟ve created God in your own image.    

There certainly were Jewish rituals that Jesus practiced throughout his life.  But rituals that were intended to 

express devotion to God, need to reflect who God is.  Jesus most definitely understood the God he worshiped and 

served as a forgiving and gathering God, not as a judgmental and exclusive God.  Where the absolute focus on 

purity rituals led those religious leaders was not where Jesus wanted to go.  So instead of joining in criticizing of 

his followers, he points out that if their goal was seeking purity, they could take a look in the mirror.  The 



Pharisees and scribes had been supportive of a practice called Corban, where if someone willed assets to the care 

and upkeep of the Temple, then decided they needed some of those assets to care for their elderly parents, they 

could not have them back, even for such an emergency.  Jesus said that kind of religiosity indicated their hearts 

weren‟t in the right place.   

He then shifts the direction of the conversation and says that which keeps us from true godliness is not some 

group trying to impose their way upon us, he said, but our own wayward hearts trying to impose their way upon 

us.  That‟s where our evil intentions reside.  Our hearts need to get cleaned up even more than our hands, Jesus 

was saying.  We can clean up our outsides, but we don‟t have the ability to cleanse ourselves internally.  

However, God can and does do that.  That focus on allowing God to do what God can do, allowed Jesus to pursue 

what God was calling him to do.  It freed him up to not worry about ritual purity when he encountered someone 

who was sick.  He went ahead and touched them and healed them – something the purity rules would not allow.  

He freed people from whatever was demonizing them.  He broke bread with Gentiles.  These contacts with such 

people were considered as that which could defile him.   

But Jesus worried less about being defiled by not following a long list of purity procedures and more about being 

defined by having his heart reflect the generosity, healing, and welcoming nature of God‟s heart.  And yet he 

warned that actions and intentions and attitudes that come out of our hearts could also keep us from reflecting 

God‟s heart.  He lists sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, 

arrogance and folly as being evidence of having a dirty heart, which was of greater consequence than having dirty 

hands.   

I have heard musicians who play all the right notes, who play everything technically clean, who play correctly 

what is on the page in front of them, but their hearts are not in what they are doing.  They are playing music 

without any music flowing from their hearts and that is a vital thing missing.  And then there are musicians, who 

connect the passion and tune that the composer was trying to convey, whose hearts overflow with musicality that 

makes other people‟s hearts soar.  Jesus invites and enables us to put our whole hearts into our living, to seek 

purity from the God who made our hearts, the God who gave us our purpose for living, and allow those heart-

shaped lives to soar so that others get caught up in the heavenly music that can lift everyone.   

Clean hands are important if you are serving food or doing surgery.  But it might be a great thing for us to have 

hands that are stained by generous acts of kindness, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, lifting the fallen to 

their feet, and comforting all who are broken.  That would be indication of us not just having clean hearts, but 

hearts that are shaped by the One who inspired all the heavenly music that has ever been written or played.  Jesus 

lived out such a life as a masterpiece.  We may never be so accomplished in our style of living, but Jesus does 

invite us to put our whole hearts into it.  And when we do, oh how God‟s very heart will sing and that is the 

heavenly music I want to hear and live by! 

 

 

 

 

 

 


