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Matthew 15:1-20 

Dr. Steven R. Cook 

 

Then some Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, 2 “Why 

do Your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands 

when they eat bread.” 3 And He answered and said to them, “Why do you 

yourselves transgress the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition? 4 

“For God said, ‘HONOR YOUR FATHER AND MOTHER,’ [Ex 20:12] and, ‘HE 

WHO SPEAKS EVIL OF FATHER OR MOTHER IS TO BE PUT TO DEATH.’ 

[Ex 21:17] 5 “But you say, ‘Whoever says to his father or mother, “Whatever I have 

that would help you has been given to God,” 6 he is not to honor his father or his 

mother.’ And by this you invalidated the word of God for the sake of your tradition. 
7 “You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you: 8 ‘THIS PEOPLE HONORS 

ME WITH THEIR LIPS, BUT THEIR HEART IS FAR AWAY FROM ME. 9 

‘BUT IN VAIN DO THEY WORSHIP ME, TEACHING AS DOCTRINES THE 

PRECEPTS OF MEN.’” [Isa 29:13] 10 After Jesus called the crowd to Him, He said 

to them, “Hear and understand. 11 “It is not what enters into the mouth that defiles 

the man, but what proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man.” (Matt 15:1-11) 

 

The coming of the Pharisees and scribes from Jerusalem had an official element to it. By 

this time in Jesus’ ministry, the religious leaders in Israel had already “conspired against 

Him, as to how they might destroy Him” (Matt 12:14). They wanted to cancel Jesus 

because He did not adhere to their man-made standards, which they had weaponized as a 

means of controlling others and destroying the opposition.  

 

The Pharisees and scribes came at Jesus with a questioning-attack asking why His 

disciples violated the tradition of the elders concerning eating with unwashed hands? The 

tradition of the elders consisted of oral Rabbinic interpretations of the Mosaic Law that 

developed over centuries and guided the Pharisees’ interpretation of the Scriptures. The 

Pharisees were engaging in eisegesis by reading their theology into the text. These 

interpretations became codified as the Mishnah by the end of the second century AD. 

Unfortunately, these Rabbinic interpretations were regarded as equal in authority to the 

Law itself; however, Jesus revealed they had actually been placed above God’s Word and 

even violated it. Jesus went on the offensive with a questioning-attack asking why the 

Pharisees and scribes followed manmade traditions that violated God’s Word, which 

negatively impacted their needy parents.  

 

The religious leaders created a conflict of authority between their traditions and God’s 

Word. The Pharisees and scribes followed extra biblical teaching—i.e., the tradition of 

the elders—and fallaciously held to the notion that what physically entered a person from 
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the outside, such as food, spiritually corrupted them on the inside. The Pharisees and 

scribes believed this extended even to washing hands and dishes before eating a meal, and 

failure to do so was sin (i.e., the notion that cleanliness is next to godliness). The Scripture 

does not teach this. Eating with clean hands and dishes does not make one spiritually 

clean on the inside; yet, Rabbinic religious tradition taught this very thing. Jesus revealed 

that the hearts of men are either corrupt or good, depending on whether they belong to the 

kingdom of Satan or God (Matt 13:37-40), and what comes out of the mouth reveals what 

is in the heart (see Matt 12:24, 34-35). 

 

The Pharisees and scribes, when approached by needy parents, would say something like, 

“Mom and dad, I would like to help you, but the money I have to assist you has been 

dedicated to God, so I can’t give it to you.” This became a clever way to withhold money 

from needy parents while maintaining the optics of spirituality. Jesus condemned this 

practice as a sinful violation of the Law; specifically, the Law that commanded one honor 

his mother and father. This twisting of Scripture was an example of what Isaiah spoke 

about concerning His people who outwardly honor God with their lips while violating His 

commands (Isa 29:13).   

 

Jesus went on the offensive and called the Pharisees and scribes hypocrites (Matt 15:7). 

The word hypocrite (Grk ὑποκριτής hupokrites) was connected with Greek drama and 

referred to actors who wore masks and pretended to be something they were not.  

 

 
 

The Pharisees and scribes were religious hypocrites who gave an outward showing of 

service to God, while actually violating God’s law by creating, following, and teaching 

doctrines of men (Matt 15:7-9). Outwardly, the Pharisees appeared to honor God in their 

speech and behavior, but inwardly their hearts were against Him, as they cared more for 

the approval of men (Matt 6:1-2, 5, 16; 23:5-7). They presented themselves to others 
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claiming they were committed to the Lord, but privately they broke Scripture in favor of 

human traditions when it selfishly served their personal interests. More so, these false 

doctrines became a vicious system of controlling others by means of faultfinding and 

public shaming, as the Pharisees and scribes were trying to do with Jesus and the disciples. 

 

Under the Mosaic Law, eating certain foods made one ceremonially unclean and 

disqualified, for a time, from participating in ceremonial worship, either at the tabernacle 

or the temple (Lev 11:4-8).1 However, it was faulty thinking to assume that things outside 

of a person would defile them on the inside. Jesus publicly refuted the teachings of the 

Pharisees and scribes by explaining that defilement does not occur by what enters the 

person (such as foods), but what comes out of the human heart (Matt 15:10-11). For us 

who live in the dispensation of the Church age, all foods are permissible to eat (Mark 

7:19; Acts 10:15; Rom 14:14-18; 1 Tim 4:4).  

 

Then the disciples came and said to Him, “Do You know that the Pharisees were 

offended when they heard this statement?” 13 But He answered and said, “Every 

plant which My heavenly Father did not plant shall be uprooted. 14 “Let them alone; 

they are [εἰμί eimi – present/active/indicative] blind guides of the blind. And if a 

blind man guides a blind man, both will fall into a pit.” 15 Peter said to Him, 

“Explain the parable to us.” 16 Jesus said, “Are you still lacking in understanding 

also? 17 “Do you not understand that everything that goes into the mouth passes 

into the stomach, and is eliminated? 18 “But the things that proceed out of the mouth 

come from the heart, and those defile the man. 19 “For out of the heart come evil 

thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, slanders. 20 “These 

are the things which defile the man; but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile 

the man.” (Matt 15:12-20) 

 

The disciples were concerned that Jesus had offended the Pharisees (Matt 15:12). Of 

course, Jesus knew the Pharisees were offended. This could not be helped. The Pharisees 

were offended because they were arrogant. Unfortunately, arrogant people never see their 

own faults, only the faults of others (which are sometimes misperceived, as in the case of 

Jesus). Jesus had formerly tried to engage the religious leaders, but after they’d 

demonstrated consistent negative volition, He eventually treated them as hostiles. Jesus 

instructed His disciples to leave the Pharisees alone. That is, they were not to initiate 

contact with them. This was because the Pharisees had proven they were not open to 

instruction, but were actually hostile to God, Jesus, and His followers.  

 

 
1 Other disqualifications included touching certain animals, insects, human filth (Lev 5:2-3; 

11:24-28, 39-40), and suffering from leprosy (Lev 13:3, 8). 



 
4 

 

Jesus identified the Pharisees as plants that had not been planted by His Father (Matt 

15:13). By implication, the Pharisees had been planted by Satan and were doing his work 

(Matt 13:37-42). Jesus then established policy for the disciples, issuing a command to 

leave the Pharisees alone (Matt 15:14a - aorist/active/imperative of ἀφίημι aphiemi – to 

leave alone, send away). It was fine for Jesus to poke the bear, but the disciples were not 

to interact with them. The Pharisees were blind guides, and they were leading other 

willing participants into blindness, and together, they would all experience the eventual 

consequences of their actions by falling into a ditch (Matt 15:14b).  

 

Apparently, Peter needed further clarification about Jesus’ teaching concerning food and 

defilement (Matt 15:15-20). Jesus explained that it’s not what enters the person that 

defiles him, but what comes out of the heart. Whatever enters the mouth passes through 

the bowels and exits as waste. However, what comes out of the mouth originates from the 

heart, and if sinful, defiles the person before God. Jesus revealed that the sinful heart 

produces more just than words, it also produces “evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, 

fornications, thefts, false witness, slanders” (Matt 15:19). These actions reveal a corrupt 

heart (see Gen 6:5; 8:21; Jer 17:9; Matt 7:11; Rom 7:21), and “are the things which defile 

the man; but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile the man” (Matt 15:20).  

 

Religion generally majors in minors and is often more concerned with external 

observances than with heart transformation. True spirituality is more concerned with a 

relationship with God, which starts on the inside and leads to true righteous living in 

conformity with God’s character and commands, not mere human standards. David 

understood that righteousness starts on the inside and asked the Lord, “Create in me a 

clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me” (Psa 51:10). 

 

Excurses on Negative Volition 

 

As Christians, we are blessed to possess God’s Word, which sets forth absolute Truth 

(capital T) concerning God, His creation, angels and demons, the origin of mankind, sin, 

redemption, and other things God decreed we should know. Apart from God’s Word, we 

have truth (lowercase t) that adheres to the rules of logic and operates on facts (2+2=4). 

However, many in the world today have set their wills against God and choose to suppress 

all forms of truth in unrighteousness. When someone goes negative to God, no amount of 

information will change their minds, because the heart of the problem is spiritual, not 

empirical. Facts only matter when they support their sinful agenda and narrative. All else 

is rejected. This does not mean we’re helpless to effect change, it just means our audience 

shrinks in proportion to the number of people who are positive to God. Concerning those 

who are negative to God, there comes a point when we turn off the spigot of truth and 

leave them to themselves. Failure to do so may result in needless frustration and anxiety.  
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When discussing the fool, who is someone closed off to wisdom, Solomon advises 

we minimize our interactions with him, saying, “Do not speak in the hearing of a fool, for 

he will despise the wisdom of your words” (Prov. 23:9), and “Do not answer a fool 

according to his folly, or you will also be like him” (Prov. 26:4), and “Leave the presence 

of a fool, or you will not discern words of knowledge” (Prov. 14:7). This is because “the 

foolishness of fools is deceit” and there is no truth in their speech (Prov. 14:8b).  

 

Jesus told His disciples, “Do not give what is holy to dogs, and do not throw your pearls 

before swine, or they will trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces” 

(Matt 7:6). When Jesus met consistent resistance from the Pharisees, He came to a point 

where He told His disciples, “Let them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. And if 

a blind man guides a blind man, both will fall into a pit” (Matt 15:14). John informs us, 

“This is the judgment, that the Light has come into the world, and men loved the 

darkness rather than the Light, for their deeds were evil” (John 3:19). And though Jesus 

“had performed so many signs before them, yet they were not believing in Him” (John 

12:37). Here is an amazing thing. God the Son, theanthropic, incarnate, perfect in all His 

ways, the flawless expression of truth and righteousness, did not positively convince the 

majority of those who personally witnessed Him, and these eventually rejected and 

crucified Him as a common criminal. If the perfect Son of God could not convince His 

hearers of truth, then who are we to think we’ll somehow obtain better results? 

 

Paul wrote of those “who suppress the truth in unrighteousness” (Rom 1:18), and then 

reveals—three times—that “God gave them over” to their sinful ways (Rom 1:24, 26, 28). 

If God Himself determines that someone has reached a place of maximum recalcitrance, 

such that no amount of truth will change their hearts, and He decides to give them over to 

their sinful ways, then who are we to think that somehow our feeble arguments will 

accomplish what God did not?   

 

Paul warned Timothy to avoid a hostile man named Alexander, saying, “Alexander the 

coppersmith did me much harm; the Lord will repay him according to his deeds. Be on 

guard against him yourself, for he vigorously opposed our teaching” (2 Tim 4:14-15). In 

this way Paul protected his friend from a man who was actively hostile to God’s people.  

 

Even during the time of the Tribulation, when God is pouring out heaven’s wrath on the 

world, there will be those who will try to hide from Him, and would rather die than turn 

from their sin. John wrote, “Then the kings of the earth and the great men and the 

commanders and the rich and the strong and every slave and free man hid themselves in 

the caves and among the rocks of the mountains; and they said to the mountains and to 

the rocks, ‘Fall on us and hide us from the presence of Him who sits on the throne, and 
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from the wrath of the Lamb’” (Rev 6:15-16). John also describes others who refuse to 

repent, even though they know God is the one judging them.  

 

The rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the 

works of their hands, so as not to worship demons, and the idols of gold and of 

silver and of brass and of stone and of wood, which can neither see nor hear nor 

walk; and they did not repent of their murders nor of their sorceries nor of their 

immorality nor of their thefts. (Rev 9:20-21) 

 

Men were scorched with fierce heat; and they blasphemed the name of God who 

has the power over these plagues, and they did not repent so as to give Him glory. 

Then the fifth angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and his kingdom 

became darkened; and they gnawed their tongues because of pain, and they 

blasphemed the God of heaven because of their pains and their sores; and they did 

not repent of their deeds. (Rev 16:9-11) 

 

Even at Christ’s Second Coming, the majority of people in the world will stand against 

Him. John wrote, “I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies assembled 

to make war against Him who sat on the horse and against His army” (Rev 19:19). Here 

is spiritual insanity on full display. Of course, we know how the story ends, and it’s not 

pretty for those who set their wills against the God of all creation.  

 

When the human heart reaches the place of maximum recalcitrance, it’s best to leave that 

person alone and let God deal with him in His time and way. Our job is to be on the 

lookout for signs of positive volition, and once identified, be ready to share God’s gospel 

message and other biblical truths that will bless the receptive hearer.  

 

For those who are watching online, we thank you for joining us and we hope today’s 
messages are a blessing to you. A link is provided below to a worship hymn if you wish to 
express your gratitude to God.  

 

 

 


