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POINTED FINGERS, POLLUTED 
HEARTS & THE PURITY OF CHRIST 
Matthew 15:1-12 

I think it’s fair to say that purity has a bad name. If  someone called you 
“puritanical” they are probably not complimenting you for your rich 
theology in the tradition of  the puritans! The term puritan was initially 

meant as an insult in the first place! No, they probably mean you are self-
righteous, prideful and unloving. There is a general view, not just in the world 
but in the church, that a serious concern for purity, and a serious 
commitment to love stand at opposite ends of  a spectrum. Either you are the 
sort of  Christian who cares about pure doctrine and pure loving, or you are a 
Christian who is more gentle and generous and gracious. Do you recognise 
that picture? 

It’s pretty common. But is it true? As Christians do we need to choose 
between purity and love? Do we need to find some balance between the two? 
Or does this conflict between love and purity reflect some misunderstanding 
of  what true purity actually is — and what is really loving? 

Today’s passage is all about the issue of  purity. And what Jesus wants to teach 
his disciples, and what he wants to teach us, is that there is a kind of  purity 
which is divorced from love. But this sort of  purity is not the sort of  purity 
which God really cares about. Jesus takes us deeper and says that purity is a 
matter of  the heart. True purity is a generous love for our neighbours that 
flows out of  a heart that genuinely loves the Lord. And so to be unloving is 
actually to be impure. 

And in this passage see that when we misunderstand purity, we come like the 
finger-pointing Pharisees. When we understand purity we will see that all 
of  us have polluted and impure hearts. We’ll see that all of  us need to 
come to the pure Christ for cleansing, and that only Jesus can make us a 
pure church overflowing with love. That’s where we’re going. 
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1. Pointed Fingers 

And so our passage opens with the Pharisees coming to Jesus, pointing 
fingers at Jesus and his disciples. They ask one of  those questions that is not 
so much a question as an accusation. Like “You’re not going to eat that are 
you?” Or “Where do you think you are going?” — “Why,” they ask “do your 
disciples break the tradition of  the elders? They don’t was their hands before 
they eat!” 

See, the Pharisees care deeply about purity. They had read their Bibles and 
they knew that God cared about purity too. God’s law was full of  categories 
of  clean and unclean, pure and impure. It told you how to avoid impurity, 
and what to do when you were unclean. The detailed system of  laws and 
restrictions was a daily reminder that God was holy, and so his people were to 
be holy. 

And the Pharisees didn’t stop there. They wanted to be extra careful. Over 
centuries a tradition had developed among them. They added new laws and 
restrictions, such as this law about hand-washing before you ate a meal. They 
thought that this was an expression of  their serious religious sensibilities. 
And their elaborate religious rituals made it obvious for everyone to see that 
they were clean people. They were the pure, and they wanted all to see. 

Jesus, however, passes a different verdict on the practice of  the Pharisees: 
“You hypocrites!” He says in verse 7. Our english word hypocrite is basically 
taken directly from the greek word used in the New Testament: hypocrités. It 
refers to an actor, someone who puts on a mask and puts on a show. This is 
what the pharisees’ tradition was all about. It was not at all an expression of  
their active obedience to God. It was … just an act. Their outward displays 
of  devotion masked the reality of  their disobedience. 

To drive home his point, Jesus reaches for an example that might strike us 
initially as odd. But it’s actually a damning indictment on the Pharisaical 
understanding of  God’s law. Listen again from verse 3: 
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Jesus replied, “And why do you break the command of  God for the sake of  
your tradition? For God said, ‘Honour your father and mother’ and ‘Anyone 
who curses their father or mother is to be put to death.’ But you say that if  
anyone declares that what might have been used to help their father or mother 
is ‘devoted to God,’ they are not to ‘honour their father or mother’ with it. 
Thus you nullify the word of  God for the sake of  your tradition. 

Jesus’ point is that the Pharisees’ tradition had taken so many twists and turns 
it was no longer connected to the source! Their tradition was at odds with the 
word of  God. What they saw as serious obedience was shameless 
disobedience. For what was God’s law mostly concerned for? As Jesus will 
say in another place: Love for God, and love for neighbour. All the law and 
commandments hang off  these two ideas. But what do the pharisees do? 
They put on a show of  love for God, BUT they fail to love their neighbours. 
In fact they neglect their very closest neighbours in failing to honour their 
father and mother. The modern equivalent might be the parents of  a minister 
languishing in a nursing home, and their son being “too busy with ministry” 
to ever visit them or care for them.  

In God’s law, love for God and love for neighbour were inseparably 
connected. Love for our neighbours, was meant to flow out from a genuine 
love for God. But what God had joined together the Pharisees had torn 
asunder. They had developed traditions that made them look like they were 
loving God. And it was all a cover for their failure to love other people. They 
are actors.  

They honour God with their lips, 
 but their hearts are far from him. 
They worship God in vain; 
   their teachings are merely human rules. 

They are hypocrites. And so they come to Jesus and his disciples with 
uncharitable questions, and accusing pointing fingers; there is such a lack of  
love. But, as the old saying goes, when you point your finger at someone else 
there are always three fingers pointing back at you. 

3



Matthew 15:1-20 11 September 2022

2. Polluted Hearts 

And if  the Pharisees had missed the point. Then this really was the point. 
God gave his people all these laws about cleanness and uncleanness — not so 
they could self-righteously point fingers at others. The Pharisees tradition had 
built up more and more external regulations. But the law was meant to move 
them in the opposite direction. It was meant to highlight their inner 
uncleanness and reveal the impurity of  their own hearts. As one writer says, 

If  they were paying attention attention to the law, the Pharisees would have 
learned their insides were boiling with defilement. 

Listen and understand. [Jesus says,]  

“What goes into someone’s mouth does not defile them, but what comes out 
of  their mouth, that is what defiles them.” 

Later on he fleshes this out with his disciples: 

Don’t you see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then 
out of  the body? But the things that come out of  a person’s mouth come from 
the heart, and these defile them. For out of  the heart come evil thoughts—
murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. These are 
what defile a person; but eating with unwashed hands does not defile them. 

I think we know what Jesus is talking about don’t we? That feeling of  
thinking of  something you have said or done, and wanting to have a deep 
spiritual clean on the inside. Sometimes we try to fudge it. Maybe we have an 
outburst of  anger, or we fall into a sin we thought we had moved beyond, or 
we say something hurtful to a family member or friend. We might say, “I 
don’t know what came over me.” But Jesus knows better. And we do too. 
Nothing came over us. Something came out of  us.  

The polluted streams of  our hearts bubble up in uncleanness. The poisoned 
roots of  our heart bear the impure fruit of  sin. And this is the true purity 
that God has always been concerned for. Not that we would have clean 
hands, but that we would have clean hearts!  
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God wants us to have hearts that are filled with genuine love for him, and 
that overflow with generous love for other people. And he gave the law to 
teach us that our failure to love others flows from hearts that are far from the 
Lord. 

And this is what Jesus graciously does for us in this passage. He loves us too 
much to leave us in our misunderstanding. He kindly tells us what is really 
wrong with us. 

And the teaching of  Jesus in this passage condemns us all. It ministers law 
to us, it shows us our depth problem, and thus it counsels us to see a doctor. 
It shows us that we have heart disease; it does not yet give us the cure.  
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3. The Pure Christ 

Matthew has not yet told us the cure. But he has already introduced us to the 
doctor. 

Back in Matthew 9, Jesus responded to another accusing question from the 
Pharisees. And he told us who he is, and what he came to do: 

It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. But go and learn what 
this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the 
righteous, but sinners. 

Jesus is the Doctor of  Heaven. He has come down to And when we take a 
step back and look at the big picture, Matthew wants us to see that the pure 
Christ is the only one who can overcome our uncleanness and make us pure. 

For what we see all through Matthew’s gospel is the pure Christ going down 
to the impure, and reaching out to the unclean. The purity of  Jesus doesn’t 
drive him away from people. Rather, he moves towards the least and the last 
and the lost, in love. And as he does, the most amazing thing happens. Jesus 
is not defiled. Out of  his heart flows truth and grace, healing and mercy, 
kindness and forgiveness. It turns out that the cleanness of  Jesus is more 
contagious than the uncleanness of  the world around him. Jesus purifies the 
impure by his presence, and by his touch he brings healing and restoration to 
all who come to him in faith. 

Consider the leper. Where most would recoil, Jesus reaches out. He touches 
the leper and immediately he is made clean.  

Consider the men possessed by demons. Others have cast them out and they 
live in the caves, but not Jesus. He casts the demons out, and sets the men free. 

What about the woman who had been bleeding for 12 years? Others turn 
away from her, but Jesus turns towards her. He calls her daughter and he 
makes her well. 

Or just look at who Jesus spends his time with! He keeps company with 
outsiders and outcasts, with the tax collectors and sinners. But he is not 
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tainted by them. Instead he transforms them. He brings them forgiveness and 
they become his followers. 

In every case, when the unclean come to Jesus in faith, power and purity go 
out from Jesus, and all uncleanness and impurity is overwhelmed and overcome. 
The Pharisees cannot grasp this and so they are offended by Jesus. They are 
blind guides. They can’t see the state of  their hearts, and so they walk away 
from Jesus and towards destruction. But what we see again and again in the 
gospels is that those who know they are sinners flock to Jesus.  

And sinners have continued to run to him for 2000 years. That’s why we’re 
here isn’t it? Not to puff  ourselves up, or to point fingers at others. We come 
with empty hands, with nothing of  our own to offer. We realised that our 
hearts are polluted by sin. And we recognise that Jesus the Doctor is only one 
who can make us clean. And we are ready to receive the healing power that 
comes from his hand. 

Now there may be some of  us in this room who have not come to Christ in 
this way. It could be possible that some of  you have been to church for years 
and years but have never really come to grips with your polluted heart, and 
never come to Christ the doctor. Perhaps you have only recently reconnected 
with church and you’re finding the person of  Jesus compelling but you’re not 
completely convinced yet. Maybe you are a Christian but there is unconfessed 
sin in your life that you know is bubbling away inside you, but it’s been so 
long you’re not sure Jesus really wants to hear from you. You could be sitting 
there now and feeling the Spirit moving in you, urging you to come to Christ. 
To come again to Jesus, or even to come for the very first time.  

If  that is you, don’t try to push that feeling down. And don’t leave here today 
without bringing your sin and uncleanness to Jesus. There are people down 
the front of  church ready to pray with you. There are people in the pews 
around you who would love to do that too. Simon and Kath and I would love 
to speak with you as well. And if  you do talk with someone today, they won’t 
condemn you. They will commend the gospel to you.  
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For Jesus is the Doctor, and in the gospel we do know the cure. Hear these 
words from 1 John — how they both reflect the diagnosis of  our chapter 
today, and point us to the purifying work of  Jesus through his death on the 
cross for us: 

If  we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 
If  we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and 
purify us from all unrighteousness. If  we claim we have not sinned, we make 
him out to be a liar and his word is not in us. 
My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if  anybody 
does sin, we have an advocate with the Father—Jesus Christ, the Righteous 
One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also 
for the sins of  the whole world. (1 John 1:8-2:2) 
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4. The Pure Church 

Apart from the grace of  God, all of  us have polluted and impure hearts. But 
in Christ, we become pure people and gathered into a pure church. Not pure 
through our external practices or grand acts of  devotion. Pure because God 
grows genuine love for him in our hearts. And out of  those healthy hearts 
flows a generous love for our neighbours.  

The pharisees had prised purity and love apart. But here Jesus shows us they 
are inseparably joined together. And this will make all the difference to the 
way we live in the world as followers of  Jesus. For the Pharisaical idea of  
purity leads to a posture of  pride and a lifestyle of  fear. They were proud of  
their own devotion, but fearful of  defilement and fearful of  other people. 
The stood over others and pointed their fingers, but they also stood apart 
from others and avoided anyone and anything that might make them unclean.  
But Jesus’ vision of  purity both makes us humble, and liberates us from fear! 

We don’t stand over others pointing our fingers. Instead we come beside 
them. We kneel at the foot of  the cross and we point them to our Saviour. 
And we don’t stand apart from others, but we move towards them in love. 
Jesus does not live in fear. And He calls us to follow him, without fear. 

We are not called to huddle up in clean Christian bubbles so that we can 
maintain our small but oh-so-pure purity. We are called to enter into the 
defiled world, with pure hearts and pure lives. In a world defiled by anger and 
murder, we are to be people of  peace and reconciliation. In a world defiled 
by adultery and sexual immorality, we are to be people of  faithfulness and 
self-control. In a world of  greed and theft we are to people of  generosity and 
hospitality. And in a world of  false testimony and slander, we are to be 
people who speak the truth and the gospel of  God. We are called to be like 
Jesus, entering a polluted world to bring the message of  the Kingdom, to 
spread the cleansing and renewing power of  God. Jesus has filled us with his 
Holy Spirit for this very purpose.  1

 This paragraph is a paraphrased and expanded quote from Peter Leithart’s Matthew Commentary (vol. 1

2).

9



Matthew 15:1-20 11 September 2022

Let’s pray: 

Merciful Lord,  
Grant to your faithful people pardon, and peace, and purity. 
That we might be cleansed from all our sin, and serve you with a quiet mind. 
Through Jesus Christ our Lord and Doctor, 
Amen 
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