
Clean Living  

So, as it turns out cleanliness is not next to Godliness. This morning we hear about how clean the 

unbelieving Pharisees were and how very unclean our Lord was. And because of Jesus’ unclean ways, the 

Pharisees were a bit irritated. They assumed that as a Rabbi, Jesus was honor-bound to observe all the 

Jewish ceremonial laws.  It baffled them that not only Jesus, but also His disciples, were deliberately 

violating the traditions of their elders. What’s more, Jesus’ disciples made a public showing of it, flaunting 

their blatant disrespect for all to see. And so, the Pharisees did what they did best—they confronted and 

accused. After all, it was their sacred duty to observe, critique and pass judgement on those around them. 

As religious leaders, it was their responsibility to promote strict moral order within the religious 

community.  But what was Jesus’ offense exactly? For starters, we need to understand that the ritual of 

washing your hands had nothing to do with hygiene. The ancient East had no concept of such things as 

germs and antibacterial soap. The washing of hands was a religious custom. The whole practice turned on 

the concept of defilement. The washing of hands was a public declaration that you were indeed ritually 

clean and eligible to enter the Temple. But this was a man-made addition to God’s Law. Nowhere in 

Scripture does God command the washing of hands before you eat. In fact, the closest you get to such a 

Divine command is when God says in the book of Deuteronomy that after eating, you should return thanks 

to Him for the many blessings He bestows. Without Biblical support though how could the Pharisees 

speak so definitively and with such great authority on the matter? The Pharisees believed essentially in 

two Laws—the Written Law and the Oral Law. Moses received the 10 commandments, which were quite 

literally written in stone. These written commandments were considered inviolable. But interpretation of 

them was needed; a teasing out, if you will, of their many implications and applications. And so around 

the strict written Law of God there arose a whole subset of interpretations, provisos, and disclaimers. 

These amendments, which were handed down by way of an oral tradition, were just as binding on the 



people of God as the written code of Moses. To violate the traditions of the elders was just as a grave of 

an offense as violating a specific written commandment of God.  

But herein lies the problem. If mankind can add to God’s Word where do the additions stop. Who 

sets the parameters? Who sets the limits? In Jesus’ time, it was the Pharisees who had arrogated to 

themselves this responsibility. In today’s time, though, it is really anyone who sits in judgement over the 

Word of God by cherry picking verses to justify human action. The Pharisees were guilty of paying lip 

service to God, but having their hearts far removed from Him. But it’s not much different today. After all, 

you really can make the Bible say whatever you want it to say. By carving up God’s Word, you can take 

individual statements out of context and then use them to support almost any prior conclusion. Such a 

system though cobbles together an image of God that often doesn’t match the Biblical witness. Mankind 

has entertained all kinds of wild fancies about who or what God is reading into the term “God” our own 

human expectations and experiences.  Theology has long since become anthropology. So much so, that 

much of what passes for Christian doctrine today is little more than speaking about God by speaking of 

man in a loud voice. The word “God” serves only to elevate and strengthen a perverted and godless reality. 

But it has been this way since the beginning. Nothing new under the sun. The Pharisees this morning 

committed the same sin as Adam and Eve in the Garden. They added to God’s Word. If you recall, God 

told our first parents not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. But when confronted by 

the Devil, Eve added to God’s Word by saying that they should neither eat of the tree nor touch it. This 

seemingly innocuous addition disrupted the whole order of creation. The moment Adam and Eve altered 

God’s Word, they inserted themselves above God. They changed the Word and by doing so rendered 

themselves judges over God Himself. The clay questioned the potter, the vessel its Maker.   

Jesus spoke harshly to the Pharisees and continues to speak harshly to anyone who would distort 

God’s clear revelation. For the Pharisees thought that it was actually unclean hands, which defiled a 



person. Jesus reminded them otherwise. He reminded them that what really defiles a person is much deeper 

than that. For what really defiles a person is an unclean heart. A heart, which thinks it can understand God 

will never hear God’s Word rightly. For to hear it rightly is not to make God more like us, but for us to be 

made more like God being thus transformed day-by-day into His image. And the soul that is truly clean is 

one that recognizes its own inner pollution for what it is—a barrier between God and man, a reminder of 

our distance from God. And should God have left us in this distant state, should this have been the end of 

our little story then the human project would have ended in tragedy. But an ending it is not. For with the 

Lord there’s never an end only a beginning. Life goes on by grace. Each breath we take solidifies our 

conviction that life is lived over again as we live in the newness of God’s Spirit. We live again and again 

in the eternity of God’s presence. And it is this, and this alone, that makes us acceptable and clean and 

pure to God. For in Christ, we born again into the age of His redeemed time. Amen.   

In Christ,  
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