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A Spirit Divided 

September 2, 2018 

By Pastor Kris Androsky 

Mark 7: 1-8, 14-15, 21-23 
1Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from 
Jerusalem gathered around him, 2they noticed that some of his disciples were 
eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing them. 
3(For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash 
their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; 4and they do not eat 
anything from the market unless they wash it; and there are also many other 
traditions that they observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.) 
5So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not live 
according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 6He said 
to them, “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, 
‘This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; 7in 
vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.’ 8You 
abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.” 
 
14Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, 
and understand: 15there is nothing outside a person that by going in can 
defile, but the things that come out are what defile.” 
 
21“For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: 
fornication, theft, murder, 22adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, 
licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. 23All these evil things come from 
within, and they defile a person.” 
 

 We’ve all heard them. “TRUTHY” statements that SOUND biblical … 

but are really NOT in the Bible. They SOUND wise, insightful, even HOLY 

and scriptural … but … if you went on a Bible Scavenger Hunt to find them 

… you’d be gone an awfully long time!   

 “God won’t give you more than you can handle.” “God helps those who 

help themselves.” “I’m so sorry for your loss. God/Heaven must have needed 

another angel.” “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” “Love the sinner, hate the 

sin.” And, one first recorded by our very own John Wesley, and perhaps one of 
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the favorites of parents trying to get their children to clean up, “Cleanliness 

is next to godliness.” And that is where we enter into today’s text.   

 The Pharisees catch some of the disciples sitting down to eat without 

washing their hands first. They get upset and challenge Jesus. Let’s be 

honest, it’s a little gross to think about … and while the Bible doesn’t say 

that “Cleanliness is next to godliness,” in this situation, we kinda wish it did! 

So, the Pharisees challenge Jesus because of the actions of the disciples and 

Jesus seems to come out of the gate swinging. “Oh, the prophets were right 

about you hypocrites!” It’s probably not the most effective way to engage a 

productive conversation! Jesus goes on to talk about how it’s not what we 

consume that makes a person unclean, so, it’s okay if we eat the dirt and 

grime off our hands because it’s what comes out of the HEART that is evil 

and corrupts us. To make his point, Jesus gives us a list of many evils that 

come from the human heart.   

 In the paraphrase from The Message we hear, “It’s what comes out of a 

person that pollutes: obscenities, lusts, thefts, murders, adulteries, greed, 

depravity, deceptive dealings, carousing, mean looks, slander, arrogance, 

foolishness – all these are vomit from the heart. There is the source of your 

pollution.”   

 As a side note, the last time I preached on this text, it was a part of a 

contemporary worship service that always used The Message paraphrase and 

I was intrigued by this idea of “heart vomit” and I used that for my sermon 

title. A QUICK TIP: if you ever find yourself in a situation where you’re going 

to preach on this text, I strongly recommend choosing a different sermon title 

as apparently preaching about it is likely to induce the real thing for 

preachers! Be careful what you preach!    

 Anyway, it’s important for us to note that Jesus DOESN’T CONDEMN 

the Pharisees and Scribes for their beliefs or denounce the importance of 
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their beliefs in first century Judaism. The writer of the gospel exaggerates in 

verse 3 when he says that all Jews obey the tradition of handwashing before 

meals that the Pharisees are talking about. The reality is, there was no 

biblical law about washing hands before eating, but there was a requirement 

that priests wash hands and feet before ministering at the altar. This was 

understood to include washing hands before eating any of the meat that had 

been sacrificed on the altars in the Temple. The Pharisees took the law VERY 

seriously and argued that this meant that all Israelites should be as holy as 

priests, and therefore, all Jews should wash their hands before eating.   

 Jesus was a DEEPLY RELIGIOUS Jew who is well versed in the law 

and who is able to cite the prophetic tradition about how the law should be 

lived out. He draws on that prophetic tradition in today’s text when he quotes 

from the prophet Isaiah in order to suggest that what makes Israel 

acceptable to God is not correct performance of external, ritual behavior, but 

internal ethical behavior.   

 When Jesus challenges the Pharisees, he suggests that they and we 

need to examine our own tarnished hearts rather than our neighbors’ dirty 

hands. He’s reminding us that the possibility for growth in our capacity to 

love is DIRECTLY related to an increased awareness of the hidden intentions 

of our hearts. When Jesus returns the challenge of the Pharisees with a 

challenge of his own, he’s challenging them and us, to examine whether our 

beliefs and actions on the sabbath are reflected in our actions throughout the 

rest of the week.  

 Do we live out, Monday through Saturday, the values we espouse on 

Sunday? Are we in relationship with God and neighbor in ways that are 

trustworthy and loving all seven days of the week or are we pretty good about 

it on Sunday mornings and taper off from there? Each of the actions and 

attitudes that Jesus names reflects a heart that has turned away from God 
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and which impacts our relationships with others, making it clear that our 

personal sin has social consequences.   

It is this act of turning away from God and others that Jesus names as 

most damaging for the religious community because what is affirmed in 

religious gatherings isn’t lived out in life. This is the core of hypocrisy, he 

says … a disconnect between the moral values and standards we chanpion 

and those that we actually practice in our behavior. Hypocrisy, its Greek 

roots come from two words, one meaning “acting out a theatrical role” and the 

other meaning, “pretending.” Hypocrisy is living a life that isn’t authentic, 

that’s acted out to fool others, a role that we take on and pretend to be true.   

Religious hypocrisy, while it’s clearly been a problem for the church all 

the way back to the first century, still creates a challenge for us today. One of 

the most common accusations lodged against the Christian church is that 

Christians are hypocritical and inauthentic to the real message of Jesus. In 

many ways, the Christian church is its own worst enemy as the world 

watches us to see how we, as the people of faith, will respond to public and 

societal events of the day.   

The theologian Paul Tillich talked about a process by which people of 

faith should be living out our beliefs. He said, first, we need to find our 

center, the core of our being and belief system. Then, we need to move out 

from that core, in freedom and courage, acting out the beliefs we hold most 

deeply. Finally, we return to that centering place to be enriched and go 

deeper in faith. This center place within us, it’s our moral integrity … it’s our 

soul, our spirit. And when we fail to live out our beliefs in everyday life, when 

we hold to TRADITION MORE THAN GOD’S GRACE, we divide our spirit 

against itself. And a Spirit DIVIDED against itself is also DIVIDED against 

God and neighbor.   
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I’ll give you an example. Once, in a time long ago, in a church far away, 

there was a young woman who looked, and sounded, very much like me. It 

was May and after a year of intense ministry with a group of 8th graders, the 

time to prepare for the Confirmation service had begun. ALL of the details 

were falling into place nicely and the Confirmation students were so very 

excited to be joining the church that many of them had known all of their 

lives. They had spent the last year diligently studying scripture and United 

Methodist theology and history. They had worked through many questions, 

doubts, challenges and assumptions and they had each come to a place where 

they were able to articulate their desire to commit their lives to God.  

EVERYTHING was going smoothly and students and parents alike were 

excited for the upcoming commitment and celebration.   

And then, it happened. The young woman who looked very much like 

me, who had worked with these students all year long, was approached by a 

woman in the church who was not involved in the Confirmation program, but 

who had been in leadership for a very long time. “I know you have the 

rehearsal for the Confirmation Service coming up this week,” she said.  “So, I 

took the white robes out of the closets and they’re ready for the fittings.”  

OH!? This was the very first time that the young woman who looked very 

much like me had heard ANYTHING about Confirmation robes or fittings!  

And, she was also very sure that the photos she had seen of last five or more 

Confirmation classes did NOT include students in said robes.   

After asking a few questions to try to understand, the young woman 

who looked very much like me was starting to get a better idea of what was 

going on here so she said, “Matlida,” (let’s just say that was her name!) 

“Matilda, it seems that the white robes are really a thing of the past for 

Confirmation students here. It’s already been awhile since they’ve been used 

for Confirmation Services.”   
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“Yes, I know! The robes are what make the service so beautiful! It’s 

such a tragedy!” Matilda exclaimed. Hmmm … 

“Matilda, I know you really like the robes. The most beautiful thing 

about the service is really supposed to be that these young people are coming 

to make a commitment to God. I hope we can honor them as they do that! We 

have a photographer coming for the day, and many of the students have been 

talking about how excited they are about the new outfits they have for the 

service. It’s still going to be REALLY SPECIAL, even WITHOUT the robes,” 

said the young woman who looked very much like me.   

“Well!  You better at least tell those girls that they need to cover up 

their shoulders! It’s inappropriate for them to show their shoulders in 

church!” Matilda exclaimed.   

I had a very good conversation with Matilda that day. We were able to 

talk about the witness of the congregation for these young people about to 

take membership vows.  We talked about how sometimes our traditions and 

our own personal desires can create stumbling blocks for others and send 

messages that they are not welcome.  We talked about how trying to control 

what young people, ESPECIALLY young women wore, could create 

significant problems with body image and body shaming for some of the most 

vulnerable people in our lives.  And, we talked about the witness it would be 

to God’s love and grace, if we simply welcomed these young people, as they 

chose to show up, regardless of their attire.   

After our conversation, Matilda said to me, “I had no idea I was being so 

judgmental! That isn’t who I want to be!” And I knew it was the truth.   

Sometimes, we find ourselves with a SPIRIT DIVIDED against itself 

without even realizing that it is happening. Matilda had a Spirit divided 

between her belief in a God who loves and welcomes all people, and her desire 
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for things to be as they once were. And a Spirit divided against itself is a 

Spirit divided against God and neighbor, too.   

We have a significant challenge ahead of us, my friends. In a time when 

so much of the world is divided against one another, we are challenged to 

examine our own lives, to ensure we aren’t divided in Spirit. It may mean 

letting go of some traditions that aren’t foundational to our beliefs or that we 

have to examine how our daily thoughts, actions and words compare to the 

beliefs we hold on Sunday mornings. It may be a challenge, just as it was for 

those in the first century, but I am confident that as we live up to that 

challenge, we will find that our witness to others becomes greater and rooted 

in the love that Jesus taught. May it be so, amen.  

  


