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A man was watching the local news one evening when it was 
reported that there was a car driving the wrong direction on the freeway. 
The man knew his wife was on that stretch of freeway and became greatly 
concerned, so he called her on her cell phone. She answered and he said, 
“Watch out! I heard on the news that there’s a car going the wrong way 
on the freeway!” She exclaimed, “A car! There’s hundreds of them!”  

This funny little story relates a principle that is actually true. Some 
people believe they are absolutely correct, in spite of all evidence to the 
contrary. ‘No question about it. Those other cars on the freeway are the 
ones that are in the wrong. It couldn’t possibly be me.’ And in the process, 
we lose our focus and our sense of why we do what we do. It is more 
critical that we are regarded as right than whether we are right. 

There’s another story from long ago of a man who fell ill while 
walking down a path. It just so happens that the place where he fell was 
at the exact midpoint between two villages. This presented a problem. 
You see, the authorities tending to the situation decided that the village to 
which he was closest would take care of him. And therein lay the 
disagreement. One village maintained that the distance should be 
measured from the man’s navel; the other village argued that it should be 
calculated from the man’s mouth. As the two communities argued over 
the jurisdictional authority, the poor man died. 

Could it be that the same kind of thing happens as people attempt to 
relate to God? Is it possible that our understanding of what is good and 
right and pleasing to the Lord can become near-sighted? Is it possible that 
like the woman driving the wrong way on the freeway, people seeking to 
honor God can actually be traveling the wrong way? Is it possible, that 
like the authorities of the two villages arguing about who was closest to 
the sick man, that people seeking to honor the Lord can be over-analyzing 
- sweating - the small stuff, while souls are dying? 

That’s exactly the point that Jesus was trying to get through to the 
religious authorities who show up in our Gospel Lesson for today. About 
200 years before Jesus was born, a group of religious people emerged 
called the Pharisees. Their interest was in upholding the letter of Jewish 



law. This would have been fine had truly honored what God asked them 
to do. But what the people in our text, that is, the Pharisees and some of 
the scribes, did was different. They insisted that the law be followed - but 
as they saw it. So, they developed their own oral law. They developed 
exacting requirements and rules and rituals, and they demanded that 
everybody live by those requirements, too. Anybody who didn’t, they 
said, was not honoring God. 

For example, the hand washing law that the Pharisees and the 
Scribes are referring to in our Gospel lesson was all about a carefully 
prescribed, man-made ritual. It went like this: Before they ate, 1½ 
eggshells of water had to be poured over the hands. But this couldn’t 
happen in just any manner. It had to be done exactly like this: The hands 
were held with the fingertips upwards. The 1½ eggshells of water was 
then poured over them until it ran down the wrists. Each palm was then 
cleansed with the fist of the other hand. Then, the hands were held with 
the fingertips pointing downwards. Water was poured on them from the 
wrists downwards so that ran off at the fingertips. Please note, this was 
not a matter of hygiene. It was a matter of ritual. It had to be done even if 
a person’s hands were spotless. You see, to them it was needed in order 
to please God. To fail to do it exactly this way was to sin.  

So, when the Pharisees and Scribes saw Jesus’ disciples not wash 
their hands in this way before they sat down to eat, they were triggered. 
And in their anger, they hurled a fierce accusation at Jesus: “You are not 
teaching your disciples to honor God like our ancestors did.” The 
implication was, “So You, Jesus, must not be from God either.” 

Jesus countered by saying, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of 
you hypocrites, as it is written, ‘This people honors me with their lips, but 
their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching 
as doctrines the commandments of men’” (Mark 7:6-7). 

Let’s put that in a modern context: The Pharisees and Scribes were 
driving the wrong way down the freeway – and they thought that Jesus 
and the disciples were the ones in the wrong. Like the people from the 
two villages, I mentioned earlier, the Pharisees were preoccupied with 
minutiae, crossing the t’s and dotting the i’s, while people around them 



were dying. In short, they spent their time sweating the small stuff, and 
forcing other people to do the same. And the real tragedy is that they did 
this all in the name of serving the One True God. But it was actually a 
complete perversion of God’s law. 

Now, all this was long ago. Those Scribes and Pharisees are long 
since dead. But their spirit lives on to this very day. You see, whenever we 
take a matter of grace or a matter of preference and turn it into a 
requirement for the Kingdom of Heaven, we too honor God only with our 
lips. When our worship becomes a matter of law rather than a matter of 
grace, we honor God only with our lips. For example, going to church only 
out of duty, and not with an attitude of humble gratitude for all that God 
gives us here. What’s more, the real tragedy of living a life of bondage to 
man-made rules and requirements is that Christ came and shed His blood 
and died in order to purchase freedom for us. 

There is a very important lesson for us to learn from this. We need 
to examine our own lips and hearts and heads and hands to see how we 
are doing. Have we in any way, like the Pharisees before us, lost sight of 
what’s important? What traditions of men, what traditions of our own, 
have we let crowd out God’s Word from its proper place as the Word that 
demands our total obedience? For example, does work or leisure time on 
Sunday mornings continually replace receiving God’s gifts of forgiveness 
of sins and strength for our faith which God gives to us in the Divine 
Service? Even if it’s done in the name of “family time”.  

Or are there any ways where we have stopped caring about the 
hearts of those around us and instead taken to examining the cleanness of 
their hands? For example, do we ever list excuses why we shouldn’t have 
to help someone in need, when we know we have the ability to do so. Or 
do we try to rationalize why it’s okay for us to hate someone rather than 
confess that sin of hatred and asking God to help us to love them as we 
ought and to see them as He sees them, that is, as one worthy of His 
sacrifice on the cross? These are tough words of God’s Law, but words 
each of us needs to hear. 

Human traditions may set standards for outward cleanness, but 
they can never make us clean on the inside. Jesus points out the true 



source of the Pharisees’ uncleanness because He wants to make them 
clean just as He wants to make all people clean, including you and me. 
That was the whole purpose for His coming to earth. Our Lord Jesus 
demonstrated that time and time again with His compassionate miracles; 
like casting out unclean spirits and healing the sick. Most of all Jesus 
showed that His purpose for coming was to make these and all people 
clean by completing His mission of going to the cross and laying down His 
life as the perfect, cleansing sacrifice for us all. For all those times we put 
our own standards above His.  

Through His words in our reading today, Jesus draws our attention 
away from human traditions, which cannot save us, to focus on God’s 
Word, which alone can. God’s words of Law, spoken to us and for us, 
expose the “dirt” in our lives we’ve been hiding in the hope no one would 
see, the “dirt” that gets in our eyes and blinds us to the needs of those 
around us, the “dirt” that clogs our hearts and shuts them down, the “dirt” 
that kills. But the point of all this is not so God can say, “Look, you’re 
dirty!” Rather, through His cleansing, soothing words of Gospel Jesus calls 
us from human tradition to God’s Word and His priorities. This He does 
by letting His voice declare us clean. 

By His death on the cross Jesus says to you, “Come to me, and I will 
make you clean.”  In your Baptism, Jesus applied to you personally that 
heart-cleansing forgiveness of sins He bled and died to earn for you. 
When you receive the body and blood of Christ in Holy Communion, Jesus 
is again calling out to you and delivering to you personally the forgiving 
cleansing power of His crucified, risen, and ascended body and blood and 
makes your heart clean. And this day also through, the words of 
absolution Jesus has declared your heart to be clean: “You are forgiven all 
your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 

Jesus has set you free from the burdens of the law. He has done it all 
and has left nothing undone for you to receive the Father’s full 
forgiveness. He has crossed the t’s and dotted the i’s for us. And with 
Jesus, you are always traveling in the right direction! May God grant you 
the perfect peace that comes with the forgiveness, eternal life, and 
freedom Jesus has purchased for you. Amen. 


