
Watch What You Say! 
 

A sermon preached by the Rev. Roger Scott Powers 
at St. Andrew Presbyterian Church in Albuquerque, 

on Sunday, August 16, 2020. 
 

Matthew 15:10-20 
 
To begin this morning, let me say what many of you may be thinking after hearing this 
scripture reading: on the subject of hand washing, Jesus was just wrong. It’s important 
to wash our hands, particularly before we eat, and during a public health crisis like the 
current pandemic, its especially important that we do so thoroughly and frequently.  
 
I can imagine a biblical literalist reading this passage and saying, “See, Jesus says right 
here that we don’t have to wash our hands.” I wouldn’t be surprised if someone has 
found a Bible verse to justify not wearing masks as well. Don’t believe it! Please, let’s all 
keep washing our hands with soap and water for 20 seconds. And wearing our masks 
when we’re out in public. We’ll all be the healthier for it.  
 
That concludes our public service announcement for this morning. 
 
Of course, Jesus was wrong only if we take this Scripture passage to be a lesson in 
personal hygiene, which it is not. 
 
Let me back up a bit. Just before this lectionary reading, Jesus has a tense encounter 
with a group of Pharisees and scribes, who ask him “Why do your disciples break the 
tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands before they eat.” 
 
The practice in question was, for the Pharisees, not a matter of personal hygiene. Rather, 
it was a matter of ritual purity, whether one was “clean” or “unclean” before God. But 
washing hands before eating was not part of the purity code in Jewish law (such as 
keeping the Sabbath or maintaining a kosher kitchen). Nor was it a general practice of 
all Jews. It was, rather, a practice that was particular to the Pharisees. It came from what 
they called the “tradition of the elders,” an interpretation of the Jewish law that had 
been passed down orally and which the Pharisees believed to be ancient, given at the 
same time that the written law was given at Mount Sinai and having the same authority 
as the written law. 
 
Earlier in Matthew, in chapter 12, we are told that the Pharisees were already 
conspiring against Jesus, looking for a way to destroy him. So, there is good reason to 
believe that their question to Jesus was not entirely sincere. They had come to make 
trouble for him. And Jesus knew it. 
 
He doesn’t even dignify their question with a response. Instead, he goes on the attack. 
“And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition?” 
Jesus accuses them of voiding God’s commandment to honor one’s father and mother 
by giving people who don’t want to support their aging parents a way out. If they take 
whatever money they might have had to support their parents and dedicate it to the 
Temple instead, so that the funds are no longer available to provide for their parents, 
then they are no longer bound by the commandment. Jesus calls them hypocrites.  
 



Having taken the Pharisees and scribes to task, Jesus then addresses himself to the 
crowd: “Listen and understand: it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, 
but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles.”  
 
This is the main point Jesus wants to make, but the disciples don’t really get it. They 
may not have been paying close attention. They seem to be distracted, more concerned 
about the Pharisees’ reaction to Jesus, than what Jesus himself is saying. They pull Jesus 
aside to let him know that the Pharisees took offense at what he said. But Jesus could 
care less. He calls the Pharisees “blind guides” and implores his disciples to ignore 
them. 
 
Peter, then, asks Jesus to explain the parable. It wasn’t the first time the disciples would 
ask Jesus to explain himself to them, and it wouldn’t be the last. And this was clearly 
frustrating to Jesus. You can hear it in his response: “Are you also still without 
understanding?” He then elaborates on what he had just said to the crowd. 
 
“Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth enters the stomach and goes out 
into the sewer? But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is 
what defiles. For out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, 
theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person, but to eat with unwashed 
hands does not defile.” 
 
In other words, what’s in our hearts is far more important to God than what’s in our 
stomachs. And what we say often betrays what is in our hearts.  
 
Jesus put it another way in the sixth chapter of Luke: “The good person out of the good 
treasure of the heart produces good, and the evil person out of evil treasure produces 
evil; for it is out of the abundance of the heart that the mouth speaks." 
 
When a man accosts a woman, calling her names, and hurling obscenities at her, as 
Representative Ted Yoho from Florida did to Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez 
from New York a few weeks ago on the steps of the Capitol, it exposes the sexism in his 
heart. And as AOC pointed out in her speech on the House floor, using the fact that he 
has a wife and two daughters to try to shield himself from accusations of sexism just 
made matters worse. 
 
“What I believe,” AOC said, “is that having a daughter does not make a man decent. 
Having a wife does not make a decent man. Treating people with dignity and respect 
makes a decent man, and when a decent man messes up as we all are bound to do, he 
tries his best and does apologize. Not to save face, not to win a vote, he apologizes 
genuinely to repair and acknowledge the harm done so that we can all move on. 
 
When a white person equates people of color with children, as an Albuquerque City 
Councilor did last month in a debate over appropriating $1 million from the city’s 
One Albuquerque Fund to the African American community, it reveals the racial 
prejudice in that person’s heart. In asking the city for fiscal accountability in how the 
money was to be used the City Councilor said: “Every question out there that anyone 
would ask before they loan their child money isn’t there.” The implication, intended or 
not, was that African Americans in Albuquerque have the fiscal management skills of 
children. Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. Even if that was not the 
speaker’s intended meaning, that was the impact of what was said. And it’s the impact, 
not the intent, that really matters. 



 
According to the Journal, Albuquerque NAACP President Harold Bailey “said that he 
understands the councilors’ interest in fiscal accountability but that words matter.” “It’s 
all in how you say things. … You can say the right thing the wrong way,” he said. “As a 
public official or anybody else, you have to be careful what you say or how you say it.” 
 
Words can be powerful! There is no question about it. Human speech can be a force for 
good or for ill. Our words have the power to bless or to curse, to hurt or to heal, to build 
up or to put down. “It is out of the abundance of the heart that the mouth speaks." 
 
A heart filled with hate, anger, and resentment will likely give rise to speech that is 
hateful and abusive. By contrast, a heart overflowing with love and compassion will 
likely manifest words of kindness, care, and encouragement. 
 
I don’t know how many of you read the Centering Meditation at the beginning of the 
worship bulletin this morning. It’s an anonymous quotation that offers wise words to 
live by. I’ll close with it: 
 
"Watch your thoughts, they become your words.  
Watch your words, they become your actions.  
Watch your actions, they become your habits.  
Watch your habits, they become your character.  
Watch your character, it becomes your destiny.” 
 
Amen. 


