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SERMON - GUARDING OUR HEARTS 
 

Let me start with a music question pertinent to today’s theme. Who sang these 

words? “You walk like and angel, talk like an angel … but I got wise you’re the devil 

in disguise.  

Top marks if you said Elvis. But how many of you know which verse of scripture by St 

Paul these words from Elvis are echoing?  

 
Well, its 2 Corinthians 11:14 – “But I am not surprised! Even Satan disguises himself 

as an angel of light.” 
 

I’ve always found it fascinating that the name ‘Lucifer’ simply means ‘the light 

bearer’. Because it names a spiritual reality and challenge of which we all need to be 

aware of. That what can come in the appearance of that which is ‘good’ and of ‘the 

light’ … can in reality be from the not so good desires and motives of our hearts. The 

bad disguised as the good. 
 

And this doesn’t have to mean that this is all about us being deliberately 

disingenuous. Quite often we can be coming from a genuine desire to do the right 

thing or the genuine belief that we ARE ‘in the right’ … but either our pride, our  ego, 

spiritual short-sightedness, or just our unhealed hurts and wounds,  can turn a good 

intention into a misguided intention. 
 

Last week Jeremy spoke very honestly about his own interior spiritual work to 

discern the true motives of his heart. It was an honest and insightful examination 

that challenged all of us to think about the importance of guarding our hearts against 

our own self-deceptions.  

Today I want to pursue this theme into another area.  

And its highlighted perfectly in yet another tense encounter between Jesus and the 

Pharisees.  
 

And the first piece of spiritual wisdom I want to highlight from this scripture passage 

is the heading itself.  

 
The encounter goes under the heading…  “Jesus teaches about inner purity’.  

So right there in the heading is a very deep wisdom that scripture gives to us,  

about our own formation in Christ. 

It’s telling us that the most important journey we will make in our lives, is the 

interior journey. And Jesus makes this perfectly clear in verse 20…   
“It is what comes from inside, that will defile and diminish you”  
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Left unhealed it can even come to define you. 
 

So much of our lives are caught up in the exterior trappings of life. Rabbit holes of 

false treasures and false idols. Darkness disguised as Light. But as scripture and Jesus 

so often points out, this isn’t how we find our peace and joy… and it isn’t how we 

cultivate a healthy heart. 
 

But before we go any further a word on the Pharisees.  

As I’ve said before, I long ago stopped seeing them as simply the religious easy target 

‘bad guys’. Because when I do, I fall too easily into the trap of seeing myself as 

somehow apart from their failings. As Jeremy said last week … “That’s not me. Thank 

God I’m not like them!”  
 

 
But the sobering truth, is that what we see in the Pharisees is what we see in all our 

human condition. Its why these encounters with Jesus are such a rich source of 

spiritual wisdom teachings. They reveal to us the stuff in ourselves, the parts of our 

hearts, that we don’t want to see – we’re not able to see – or just not ready to see.  

What Jesus exposes in the hearts of the Pharisees, is the spiritually clogged up 

arteries that can be in all our hearts. 
 

So let’s unpack this encounter and get straight to the heart of the issue for Jesus.  
 

The context is that not for the first time the Pharisees are making the authenticity of 

their faith (and everyone else’s), about the externals. In this case the tradition of 

ritual cleansing. The cleansing of hands, pots, and pans so as not to defile food.  
 

Now knowing what we know today about viruses and germs and the role of 

handwashing, this seems like a reasonable tradition to me. Which is why, in verse 5 

we hear the Pharisees give Jesus (yet again) a very hard time and ask Him …“Why are 

your disciples ignoring the traditions of our elders?” For the Pharisees, this is Jesus 

and His disciples playing fast and loose with the sacred essentials of their faith and 

religion. 
 

But Jesus is having none of it. Yet again, he rebukes the Pharisees with some pretty 

scathing words. He tells them in Verse 6-7…  

 
“Isaiah had it exactly right about you guys” … You hypocrites. You honour God with 

your lips, but your hearts are far away from God, which means your worship is a 

farce. Now this seems like a pretty harsh response from Jesus to a perfectly 

reasonable request to wash their hands before eating.  
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SO WHY SUCH A STRONG RESPONSE FROM JESUS? 
 

Well is it because, Jesus is seeing the real spiritual issue that’s actually taking place? 

 Jesus is unmasking a sobering truth for all of us to acknowledge and recognise.  

That one of the safest ways to avoid the deep gaze of God and the call of God…  
is to hide behind our religiosity.  

 

The Pharisees present the issue as a righteous concern and a guarding of their scared 

religious tradition. ‘We are the true people of the faith’… But Jesus cuts straight to 

the heart of the matter in 3 straight verses. Verses 7,8,9 … He says, 

 

7
You teach man-made ideas (human constructs) as if commands from God. 

8 
You ignore God’s law and substitute your own tradition.” 

9
you skilfully sidestep God’s law, in order to hold on to your own tradition. 

So Jesus exposes the deeper spiritual truth of what’s taking place. 
 

Under the disguise of a virtuous concern for their own religious traditions the 

Pharisees are skilfully sidestepping the deeper, the more challenging call of God on 

their lives. And they do it by creating false treasures and false idols dressed up in 

religious clothing.   
 

It’s one of the great recurring themes of all the encounters, 

between Jesus and the Pharisees. 

Jesus gets in trouble for eating on the traditional Sabbath. Jesus in trouble for healing 

on the Sabbath. Jesus in trouble for touching the people traditionally considered 

untouchable. Jesus criticised for eating, drinking and hanging out with the 

traditionally undesirable.   

But all of these ‘devout religious guarding of the traditions’ hide the same truth. 

It helped the people of God to avoid the tougher calling of God. 

 
All of it summed up by Jesus in Matthew 23:23 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and 

Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cumin. 

But you have neglected the weightier more important matters of the law —justice, 

mercy and faithfulness.  

As I said, what Jesus reveals in the hearts of the Pharisees is what can be revealed in 

all our hearts. And there’s so much wisdom in these 3 short verses that we can all 

learn from…  IF we are prepared to go there and do the deep interior work.   
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So let’s ask the question! What ‘traditions’ or man-made human constructs do we 

create and guard (sometimes fiercely), that on closer examination, helps us to 

avoid the deeper gaze and the tougher call of God on our lives? 

Now a ‘tradition’ of course can be a good and valuable thing, but what Jesus is 

pinpointing is when we make it the treasure in our hearts. When we make them the 

ultimate thing! Then they can become the devil in disguise. 
  

 We all want to feel good, proud even, about our country but when does our 

allegiance to country and flag become a false idol because we’ve made 

Nationalism the ultimate thing in our hearts?  
 

 Political institutions, Military and Economic institutions are all man-made ideas. 

They are human constructs, and all of them can and should serve the common 

good in valuable ways, but our ultimate allegiance is always to Christ and the 

Way of Christ.  
 

 We can all have our party political, preferences, but when we put all our faith 

in a party or a leader and guard them too fiercely and zealously, because we 

feel they belong to ‘our tribe’ … are we not skating on the thin spiritual ice of 
putting our faith in external things above our allegiance to the only tribe to 

which we ultimately belong. Which is the body of Christ? 
 

And what about the other kinds of ‘traditions and constructs we can create and 

defend? The constructs of the attitudes that we carry and cultivate in our hearts.  
 

We can carry a spirit of resentment around in our hearts for so long, it becomes a 

tradition embedded in our hearts.  

We can live in a victim narrative for so long, that it becomes part of who we are.  

We can guard a tradition, simply because we are afraid of change.   

Jesus names many of them in today’s passage. Our lustful desires, our greed, our 

deceits, envy, slander, pride, and foolishness. 
 
 

Look at St Paul and St Peter. The 2 spiritual giants of our faith and yet both of them 

had times when they zealously guarded their traditions, not because they were being 

disingenuous. They genuinely believed that what they were doing was it was 

important to God.  
 

But both had to have life changing epiphanies. 
  

For Peter, it took a visitation from God and an encounter with a man from a different 

race culture and creed (the Roman Centurion Cornelius) … to realise that God was 
showing him a much bigger truth than the one he knew… That he should never 

assume to know in who’s heart, God may be at work. 
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Paul was prepared to kill these new religious people called Christians to guard and 

defend his Jewish tradition, until Christ poleaxed him on the road to Damascus and 

the scales fell from his eyes. 
 

 This is why we need the deep wisdom of the Holy Spirit.  

 This is why scripture tells us, that the most important journey we will make in 

life, is the interior journey.  

 This is why these encounters between Jesus and the Pharisees are so 

profoundly important about what they can teach us, for our own spiritual 

formation in Christ. 
 

Who of us doesn’t recognise the times when we honour God with our lips,  

but deep down, we know that our hearts are out of step with the desires of God? 
 

 

 

So let me begin bringing this altogether with practical encouraging take-aways 

from Scripture of how we can cultivate a healthy heart …  and how we can  

recognise what a healthy heart in Christ looks like. 
 

Speaking personally, I would have to say that I’ve done more hard work on the 

interior journey over the past 2 years than I’ve done in my life. Has it been easy? No! 

Is it scary to commit to looking at the stuff in our hearts that needs dealing with? Yes!  

But I can honestly say it’s been the most rewarding journey of my life. 
 

The cornerstone of this deeper work has been what some call Contemplative 

Practice. But I don’t want to make this sound too prescriptive because it can look 

different for different people. Essentially, it’s about a daily practice that in some way 

spends time with God. Attentive listening. Sitting or walking whatever your 

preference. 
 

In the safety of God’s unchanging Grace and unconditional love, spend time with God 

in a posture of openness, surrender and humility. Recognising that nothing makes us 

more blind than our own self-righteous certainty. When we think we can see all there 

is to see and know all there is to know. As Jesus says to the Pharisees in John9:41 

“because you say you can see, you really can’t see.”  

Open the eyes of our heart for the Spirit’s illumination and insight and cultivate what 

I call a spirit of awareness and noticing.  
 

Sit with a passage from scripture and practice Lectio Divina, where you allow the 

words of scripture to just wash over you and see which phrase or words resonate 

with you spirit for this day. Take time this week each day to spend just a few minutes 

with these deeply profound words of St Paul from Colossians 3. Because this is HOW 

we guard and cultivate a healthy heart. And this what a healthy heart looks like.  
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12 Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe 

yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 
13 Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance 

against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues 

put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.15 Let the peace of 

Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to 

peace. And be thankful. 
 
 

 

Then each day of this week, practice this spirit of awareness and noticing.  
 

 

Then throughout your day, become aware and notice the pattern of your thoughts 

and words. Notice when the thoughts, words and actions of your heart and mind are 

clothed in these qualities of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.  

What I find is that the more I cultivate these qualities of the Spirit in heart and mind, 

the more I notice myself comparing, criticising, and complaining. Notice where this 

spirit has a grip and becomes a ‘tradition’ in your heart and mind. 
 

Notice that when you feel a grievance in your hearts towards someone, you are also 

more able to bear with them and forgive them as Christ forgave us.  
 

And when you feel the temptation to dress up a false motive in virtuous clothing, 

instead clothe yourself in the virtue of love.  
 

And then notice just how true these words of St Paul really are. That when we clothe 

ourselves each day in these qualities of Christ, we are more able to experience the 

peace of Christ ruling in our hearts.   
 

I’ll finish with these words from the former Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan 

Williams. For me it’s what spending each day in some form of Contemplative practice 

is all about. 
 

Contemplative practise is the only ultimate answer to the unreal and insane world 

that our financial systems, our advertising culture,  

and our chaotic and unexamined emotions encourage us to inhabit.  

To learn contemplative practice is to learn what we need,  

so as to live truthfully and honestly and lovingly.  

It is a deeply revolutionary matter. 

Rowan Williams 

 

 

 


