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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, [Jesus] said to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you 
hypocrites, as it is written, ‘This people honors me with their lips, but 
their hart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as 
doctrines the commandments of men.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 After five weeks of the Gospel reading and sermon focusing 

on the bread that came down from heaven for the life of the world, 

one takeaway from all of that might be this question: “If you don’t 

want to be filled, nurtured, and sustained with this bread of life, 

what is the world’s alternative?” 

 The world’s alternative is that you begin to focus on things 

you can accomplish, you can do to nurture and sustain your own 

show of righteousness. 

 Isn’t that what the Pharisees and scribes turned to? In Mark’s 

gospel, that first word of our text - “Now” - sort of links our text with 

that which directly comes before it… and what comes before it is the 

text of the throngs of people chasing after this bread from heaven.  

 So, for Pharisees and scribes and self-righteous who don’t 

want to chase after and depend upon this Jesus, they resort to 

focusing on rules and traditions that make them feel better about 
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themselves, outward conduct stuff that can be ‘kept’ and ‘observed’ 

so that they don’t feel the need to depend upon the bread of life. In 

fact, when St. Mark describes for the reader in verse 3 that the 

Pharisees “hold to the traditions” and, again in verse 4 that, “there 

are many other traditions that they observe”, St. Mark is using a 

word that means, “to prevail over.” 

 Isn’t that how we sinners work? Because we don’t want to 

admit our utter dependence upon the bread of life, because we 

don’t want to repent and depend upon his mercy and free 

forgiveness through the blood of his cross, we look for traditions and 

customs and observances we can “hold on to” and “prevail over” to 

show that we are strong in our righteousness. 

 Traditions are good for teaching, but are not given to gain 

one’s righteousness. The Church holidays are good traditions of 

keeping time centered on Christ’s life – they’re good days to come to 

church, but not if one simply seeks to prove his righteousness by 

showing up on those supposed most holy days. What makes the 14th 

Sunday after Pentecost less beneficial than a candlelit Christmas or 

lily-adorned Easter morn? Are they not all equally adorned with 

Christ’s gifts of Word and Sacrament? 

 And, what of other traditions – kneeling versus standing? Is 

one more holy than the other? Making the sign of the cross or not? 

Does one get us closer to heaven? Where teaching purposes are 
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replaced with a prideful show of righteousness, we become 

hypocrites and we worship in vain. 

 Of course, that isn’t just a matter of teaching on Sunday 

morning, but also of teaching for daily life. Is daily life dependent 

upon God’s mercy in Christ, or do we sinners make a show of 

righteousness in vain?  

Because we know we cannot keep God’s Commandments, 

we establish other customs and traditions that we think we can 

prevail over and hold on to in order to prove our righteousness. In so 

doing, we “turn things upside down” (OT reading) and make 

ourselves God with our own commandments of righteousness: “I 

remember everyone’s birthdays; I recycle; I fly the flag and stand for 

the anthem; I give to charity and support community causes.” 

 All over our land, we sinners find achievable shows of 

righteousness, declare ourselves “God-fearing”, and then live with 

hearts worshipping self rather than worshipping God. Do we not 

even hear of our own “Perfect 10” in many respects – 10 steps to a 

healthier life, 10 steps to perfect Christian finance, 10 steps to a 

better you. In fact, even as our society gives up on the Ten 

Commandments, the #1 selling book on Amazon right now is a book 

by a western deist philosopher named Jordan Peterson whose 

commentary has earned him a lot of notoriety this past year. That 

book’s title is 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos. Aren’t the Ten 

Commandments God’s rules for life, His good order and antidote to 
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chaos, if only we could keep them… and because we can’t keep them 

(not with a perfect heart!), we are forced to admit that God is 

showing us by these commandments that we are not the antidote, 

but the problem? Our sinful nature tries to turn things upside down 

and prevail with an antidote, when our sin itself is the chaos! 

 We sinners are so accustomed to getting rid of God’s 

commandments and looking for “rules of life” that we can prevail 

over and make us confident we can save ourselves.  

 Now, this “#1 bestseller” example is even more telling than 

just the book’s title! In a recent interview, someone asked the author 

if he could narrow down the 12 rules to the one most important. 

What does that question sound like? “Jesus, which is the greatest of 

the commandments?” But, instead of Jesus, our western society has 

this great thinker, Jordan. “Jordan, which is the greatest of the 

rules?” Listen to his response, “The first is always tell the truth, or at 

least do not lie.” Now, notice his response – the greatest rule is do 

something moral with no attachment to God. And, the author 

implicitly admits: ‘maybe you can’t always tell the truth, so at least 

do not lie. If you can’t be honest, just don’t say anything… if you 

can’t be truthful in heart, at least pretend with the lips!’  

Already, the supposed greatest rule is being dumbed down to 

be more achievable, that we might be able to prevail over it. What 

has society done but exactly what Jesus condemns the Pharisees for: 

“You leave the commandments of God and hold to the traditions of 
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men.” In vain do they worship, not with hearts (love truth) but lips 

(at least do not lie)! 

 So, where is our antidote, that we would not worship God in 

vain and hope to prevail in righteousness by conquering traditions?... 

that we would not speak empty words with our lips while the heart is 

far removed, like a marriage that goes through the motions of 

obligatory signs of affection, without husband and wife carrying each 

other’s burdens and actually living as one flesh. 

 The antidote for that is the true and godly Husband, as our 

epistle speaks of him: “Christ loved the church and gave himself up 

for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the 

washing of water with the word!” Are your hands defiled?... perhaps 

according to Jewish tradition, but not according to God. Christ, as a 

true bridegroom, has loved you not with mere lip service, but has 

given his whole heart/self for your life, the groom laying down his 

life for the sake of the life of the Church – isn’t that what he called 

himself as the bread from heaven?: the life of the world.  

 But, let us ponder this from a slightly different angle: we 

often make the mistake of saying, “Oh, we don’t love God, but Jesus 

loves us, and that makes God love us.” And that almost makes it 

sound like we are inherently ‘lovable,’ as if we are being worshipped 

by God.  

 But, Christ laying down his life for us was not the act of true 

devotion to and worship of us. Christ laying down his life for us was 
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His true devotion and worship of God, the Son being obedient to the 

Father. He did not pay lip service to the Father, but loved the 

Father’s will with his whole heart, soul, and mind and loved his 

neighbor (you) as His Himself. Christ’s death is the perfect keeping of 

the Ten Commandments. Christ’s death is the antidote to our chaos. 

This is why St. Paul said in our epistle reading a few weeks back that 

“Christ loved us and gave himself up for us”… but what did Paul say 

Jesus’ work amounted to? – “a fragrant offering and sacrifice to 

God.”  

 Yes, Christ loves you, as the perfect groom perfectly loves his 

bride. But he loves his bride because the Father of that lady loves 

that lady and told Christ to care for that bride with his own life – just 

as a loving father of the bride entrusts his daughter to her groom. (In 

fact, St. John writes his second epistle to “the elect lady and her 

children” – isn’t that the Father’s view of the Church and the souls 

therein?)  

 Christ laid down His life for you, not because He was 

protecting you from an evil God who hated you – but because He 

was obedient to the Father who loved you and sent His only 

begotten Son to lay down his life, that whoever trusts in this 

Bridegroom may have eternal life – that life from the bread who 

comes down from heaven. 

 What an act of perfect obedience on the part of Christ! Not 

only did he honor the Father with his lips, but his heart, soul, and 
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mind was one with the Father’s, so that He loved the Father’s Holy 

Law and paid the perfect sacrifice for sins. As true man, Christ’s 

perfect worship of God covers your imperfect worship of God. As 

true God, Christ’s perfect love of you covers your imperfect love of 

him. 

 You and I can never repay Christ’s perfect worship or perfect 

love. What Christ has done, He’s done perfectly and completely with 

free grace and love toward us, with his holy precious blood. That 

simply cannot be and need not be repaid. That’s what salvation by 

grace alone means and guarantees. By his sacrifice, Christ has 

perfectly worshipped God in your place, that you might worship God 

without fear. 

 But, St. Paul does say in those same words from a few weeks 

ago, “Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. And walk in 

love, as Christ loved us.” Notice, we who have been made new desire 

to be imitators of God, desire to walk according to his 

commandments, because Christ has proven that God’s will is a will of 

love and that His holy commandments mean love for God and love 

for neighbor.  

 It’s in that understanding of being imitators of God that Paul 

can speak to husbands and wives. Husbands and wives, your 

marriage imitates Christ’s, not the other way around. How many 

doubt the marriage of Christ and the Church because they look at 

their own troubled marriage and say, “What great promise can there 
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be in Christ’s marriage?” Instead, we ought look at Christ’s perfect 

heavenly marriage to us and, being comforted by it and secure in it, 

desire to imitate that in our earthly marriages… no matter what they 

were before now, grounded on Christ, how blessed will they be! A 

husband’s sacrifice of himself for his wife is to imitate Christ’s. A 

wife’s loving submission to her husband is to imitate the Church’s – 

not because the relationship between Christ and His Church are a 

bunch of customs and traditions which we can prevail over and show 

our righteousness… as if earthly marriages are about keeping the 

customs just so and justifying ourselves before one another, but 

because the love of Christ for His Church and the faith that God has 

given His Church in Christ is, together, a profound mystery (St. Paul 

says)… profound and perfect and beautiful. Christ, in giving his flesh 

to eat and blood to drink – in giving his flesh to be partaken of by 

ours – He and His Church have become one flesh. Paul is right; the 

mystery of the one flesh union between husband and wife has its 

source in Christ’s marriage to the Church – a marriage not according 

to lying lips but according to the perfect love of Christ’s heart. 

 Of course, that image does not leave out any who are not 

currently married. Don’t tune out and say, “This love of God can be 

understood in a marriage, but not in the rest of daily life.” The Holy 

Law of God and all of its perfect will for love of God and neighbor 

goes far beyond the analogy of the marriage relationship. Thus, in all 

of daily life – whether in the classroom or the office or in the 
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neighborhood or in the home – we honor God and confess our life in 

Christ with our lips and also with hearts drawn close to Christ.  

How many times do we hear this in the Scriptures and the 

liturgy? For example, “Lift up your hearts; we lift them to the Lord.” 

But, even this is not a show of righteousness you can prevail over or 

achieve of your own, but totally depends upon God. Do we not pray 

just moments prior, “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a 

right spirit within me. Cast me not away from Thy presence and take 

not thy Holy Spirit from me. Restore unto me the joy of Thy 

salvation, and uphold me with thy free spirit.” 

Uphold me with thy free Spirit… that Spirit who was gifted 

you in your baptism when you were washed clean: “Baptism now 

saves us, not a removal of dirt from the body, but as a certain appeal 

to God for a clean conscience (heart)“ 1 Peter 3. Again, “Be 

baptized,” St. Peter told the Pentecost crowd, “and you will receive 

the gift of the Holy Spirit.” The pharisees may be able to wash their 

hands and keep from ceremonial defilement, but in Holy Baptism 

you have been washed with and gifted the Holy Spirit, that He might 

continually work through Word and Sacrament to keep your heart 

close to and adoring that One true Groom. What a divine wedding 

present, as St. Paul meditates upon it!:  

“Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he 

might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with 

the word, so that he might present the church to himself in splendor 
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(the Groom glowing over his perfect wife, his wife made perfect, her 

sins covered over and she adorned in splendor), without spot or 

wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without 

blemish. 

With such things defining our relationship with God in Christ 

Jesus, with a heavenly wedding banquet spread before us, with a 

holy life to live in the certain joy of free forgiveness paid for by the 

blood of Christ, who cares about manmade rules to a better life, 

traditions to prevail over to show righteousness, observances to 

keep to prove our worth? These things are vanity. We are no longer 

defiled in hypocritical imperfect love. We are clean in Christ’s perfect 

love, our Groom perfectly loving His Father’s will and perfectly 

covering us. 

In the Name of the Father 
and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
August 26, 2018 


