
his disciples eating food with hands that were defiled, that is,
unwashed. (The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless
they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the
tradition of the elders. When they come from the marketplace
they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe many
other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and
kettles.)

So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, “Why
don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the
elders instead of eating their food with defiled hands?”

He replied, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you
hypocrites; as it is written:

“‘These people honor me with their lips,
    but their hearts are far from me.

They worship me in vain;
    their teachings are merely human rules.’

 
You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on
to human traditions.”

Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen to me,
everyone, and understand this. Nothing outside a person can
defile them by going into them. Rather, it is what comes out of
a person that defiles them.”

For it is from within, out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts
come—sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed,
malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. 
 All these evils come from inside and defile a person.”

HYPOCRITES & PHARISEES
 By Chris Schmidt

Today, Jesus encounters the Pharisees, those infamous
hypocrites who insist on keeping the law while (in Jesus’
estimation at least) ignoring the evil in their own hearts. They
confront him to ask why he, a popular rabbi, does not teach
his followers to observe the purity rituals of Jewish law. It’s a
fair question: for centuries, these rituals have provided the
Jewish people with a clear set of standards by which they
differentiate themselves from the nations that oppress them.
The Law of Moses, accompanied by the traditions of the
elders, have defined what it means to be the people of God. To
honor God is to follow the Law. So says the Torah; so say the
Psalms and the prophets. Ignoring the traditions of the elders
is impious. 

We should not be too quick to condemn the Pharisees. What
signs of piety do we hold sacred? What assumptions do we
cherish most? Might we, too, be hypocrites? How are we to
know?

When the Pharisees offer their challenge, Jesus could by all
rights simply “pull rank”: He could say, as he does on so many
other occasions, that he is the Son of God, by whom and for
whom the Law was given. He could ask, quite simply, who do
you think gave that law on Sinai? Before Abraham was, I am.
But at this moment in his ministry, he chooses not to assert his
authority. 
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The Pharisees and some of the teachers
of the law who had come from Jerusalem
gathered around Jesus and saw some of 



How eager are we to identify someone else—our neighbors, our political rivals, other Christians—as

hypocrites, as Pharisees? 

How often, instead, are we willing to come to Jesus for healing, for purification, knowing that evil

thoughts and words come from us, from our own hearts? 

Where do we see ourselves in this passage? 

Do we always think of ourselves as Jesus’ allies, calling out hypocrisy among the religious elders and

the keepers of tradition? 

Or do we sometimes also see ourselves as the Pharisees, whose priorities are all mixed up?

How might we spend our time, talents, and treasures differently if we were willing to receive Jesus'

rebuke about the impurity of our own desires? 

Instead, he focuses their attention on their own hearts, their own motives. He asks them, not to examine the law and its
prescriptions, but to examine the sources of good and evil, of purity and pollution. His teaching should surprise us as much
as it surprised them. 

Their concern for purity, he insists, is misplaced. They worry that the wrong food or the wrong plate or an unwashed hand
might bring impurity from the outside (unclean things) to the inside (an otherwise clean person). On the contrary, he says:
The impurity is already there, waiting to come out: It is in their own hearts. They are full of evil wishes and desires. They
ought to be fastidious, not about what goes into their mouths, but what comes out of their hearts. Their own lust and vanity
and greed and pride are polluting the world. The source of evil is not somewhere out there; it’s somewhere in here, in my
own mind and heart, in the things that I hold most dear. The world is not making me dirty or impure; I am the one making
the world impure, and myself impure too, by my own selfishness and lawlessness. As the disciples might say, this is a hard
saying.

I wonder how often we use the word “hypocrite” or the concept of hypocrisy to lay the blame on others. Perhaps devotion to
God means being always ready to confront our own hearts, to stop blaming others (whose impurities we are all too eager to
see), and to begin blaming ourselves, begging Jesus to reveal to us our own selfishness and deficiency. Perhaps this is the
meaning of our response during the Prayers of the People: “Lord, have mercy.”

Questions for Reflection:
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