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Undefiled

Mark 7.1-8, 14-15, 21-23


‘Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?’ 

1 Cor 3.16


‘For we are the temple of the living God; as God said, “I will live in them and walk 
among them, and  I will be their God, and they will be my people.”’ 2 Cor 6.15


If you have read through the Gospels, you may have noted that over time 
the religious leaders increased their focus on the ins-and-outs of Jesus and 
his ragamuffin band of followers.  They were particularly interested in Jesus’ 
attitude toward the Law and the tradition of the elders.  The Law was the 
written part—Torah—whereas the tradition of the elders was the oral 
interpretation of the Law, handed down over generations.  For the Jewish 
religious leaders both provided righteous regulation for one’s entire life.


In today’s reading, the meticulous observations of the religious revealed that 
‘some of [Jesus’] disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without 
washing them’ (v2).  Now,  hand washing here is not about hygiene but 
religious or ceremonial purity.  The religious leaders were fastidious hand-
washing practitioners, diligent in maintaining ritual purity, believing their 
actions kept them close to God.  And in their reckoning the dirty handed 
disciples were not.  Which meant that Jesus was not teaching his followers to 
walk in the tradition of the elders.  Which meant that Jesus couldn’t be 
teaching the things of God.


In response, Jesus exposes their hypocrisy: their honouring of God was mere 
lip-service—empty and vain words because, despite their posturing, they 
had no real heart for God.  The things that God truly desired were not the 
things they desired.  ‘You abandon the commandment of God and hold to 
human tradition’ (v8).  Note that Jesus is speaking to and about religious 
people, and not just for ‘then’ but equally for ‘now’.


Jesus then reveals the source of defilement: it is not dirty hands that makes 
one unfit for God, but rather the state of one’s heart, and what comes from 
the human heart fuels defiling human behaviour: sexual immorality (all 
sexual activity…), theft, murder, adultery, greed/avarice, malicious 
scheming, deceit, licentiousness (wanton disregard for morality), envy 
(being consumed with wanting more), slander/abusive speech, arrogance, 
foolishness (lack of good sense).  Jesus echoes Jeremiah 17.9: ‘The heart is 
more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it?’


1 J Van Cleef



Emmanuel Church 1 September 2024

These sins have plagued humans since the fall and with this diagnosis Jesus 
reveals the corrupted human heart that is disconnected from the Father.  
But ‘the sickness is disclosed in the cure’ (K Barth).  In other words,  the 
majestic holiness of God which causes humans to fall as though dead 
before him is itself the cure for our defilement.  The image of God had been 
unquestionably defiled.  Yet not irrevocably so… 

We are made in the image of the holy God who is incomparably good, 
incomparably perfect, and incomparably powerful.  We are none of those 
things, yet God does not make himself remote, distant, or unreachable.  
Indeed, his holiness is a constant active revelation of his grace:


1. It begins with creation, making us in his image:


‘Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our 
likeness…” So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God 
he created them; male and female he created them.’ (Genesis 1.26, 27) 


2. Continues with covenant, calling his people to reflect his being:

‘The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to all the congregation of the 
people of Israel and say to them: You shall be holy , for I the LORD your 
God am holy.’ (Leviticus 19.1-2)


3. And culminates in the incarnation, death, resurrection and ascension of 
Jesus Christ—God identifying as one of us, being one with us:


‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God…And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and 
we have seen his glory, the glory as of the Father’s only Son, full of grace 
and truth.’ (John 1.1, 14)


The point of God’s total revelation in Christ is that we find our being in him: 


‘Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed 
us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, just as he 
chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and 
blameless before him in love.’ (Ephesians 1.3-4)


Despite all our defilement, God draws near to us so that we can live out of 
his glorious image in which we are made.   In God’s holiness there is grace…
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First, his holiness exposes the heart for what it truly is.  There is no toleration of 
sin in any degree with God.  And we tremble to stand before the holy God 
because we know his judgment is just.


Second, his holiness reveals our salvation and sanctification:  we know the 
defilement of our heart through Jesus Christ, but we also know the 
purification of our heart through Jesus Christ.  My heart’s transformation and 
cleansing is accomplished through the blood of Jesus—he takes the penalty 
of death, and breaks the power of death.  Jesus is  ‘of sin the double cure.’  


The grace of God is unrelenting, and his desire for me is not because I am at 
my best; quite the opposite—at my worst, the holy God enters and effects 
his cleansing: 


‘In Jesus God himself descended to the very bottom of our human 
existence where we are alienated and antagonistic, into the very hell of 
our godlessness and despair, laying fast hold of us and taking our cursed 
condition upon himself, in order to embrace us for ever in his reconciling 
love.’ 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 —TF Torrance  


‘That which He has not assumed He has not healed.’ 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 —Gregory of Nazianzus 


‘For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God.’ 	 	 —2 Corinthians 5.21


Right here, right now, God Almighty, the Creator of the Universe, draws you 
into his holy presence.  He is not wanting our gimcrack tokens of dead 
religiosity that are empty and vain.  He wants our hearts, and so he gives the 
fulness of his holiness to reveal that which does not reflect his image so that 
he may cleanse and purify our hearts.  Further, he pours his Spirit into us to 
make us alive in Christ, so we can say with Paul: 


‘I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is 
Christ who lives in me.  And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in 
the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.’ (Galatians 2.19-20)
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