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In our reading from Deuteronomy, Moses tells the people, “You must neither add anything to what I 

command you nor take away anything from it but keep the commandments of the Lord your God with 

which I am charging you.” 

 

What is interesting about that command is that Moses had already added and subtracted from a set of 

commandments God had given the people of Israel forty years earlier, when they were gathered around 

Mount Sinai.  The name Deuteronomy means “second law” and the book is called this because 

Deuteronomy is the second set of laws in the Bible.  The first set of laws is given in the book of Exodus, 

right after the people of Israel were delivered from slavery in Egypt.  Now, just as the people of Israel are 

poised to enter the Promised Land, Moses addresses them one last time and gives them a new set of laws.  

Many of the laws in Deuteronomy are identical to the laws in Exodus: Thou shall not have any other gods 

before me; thou shall not murder; thou shall not steal.  Those laws didn’t change.  But some of the laws did 

change, especially laws governing economic justice. 

 

I mention this because it is important to realize that the Bible itself does not approach law as something 

unchanging.  Laws do, in fact, change as society changes.  What doesn’t change is the principle underlying 

the law.  One unchanging principle underlying the law is that human beings have inherent dignity… they 

are created in the image of God.  So as society changes and the economic forces governing society change, 

that principle remains in effect.  Sometimes, in order to continue to promote the inherent dignity of human 

beings, it might be necessary to change some of the laws in the Bible, like the laws governing slavery.  We 

have rightly concluded that those laws that permit slavery need to be repealed because all human beings are 

created in the image of God. 

 

By the time we get to Jesus, the law of Moses has been amended even more times.  Jesus and his 

contemporaries had the benefit of the whole prophetic tradition.  They had the writings of Isaiah and 

Ezekiel and Amos and Job to give them an even broader understanding of what it means to live as people 

of God.  So, in Jesus’ day, there were basically two groups of people thinking about how the law of God 

should be implemented: the Biblical conservatives, called Sadducees, and the Biblical progressives, called 

Pharisees. The Sadducees didn’t accept the writings of the prophets; they only accepted the law given by 

Moses because it says right there in our reading, don’t add or subtract anything from this law.  The 

Pharisees did accept the writings of the prophets and they did allow for the possibility that the law would 

need to be amended to change with a changing social situation.  In the Gospels, we always see Jesus and 

the Pharisees in conflict with each other, but in fact they had much more in common with each other than 

either of them had with the Sadducees.  Jesus and the Pharisees would have agreed on many things, like a 

belief in the resurrection, because those teachings came after the law of Moses had been given. 

 



So, our Gospel reading this morning gives us a glimpse into the debate between the Pharisees and Jesus 

about how the law of God should be lived out.  This is a strange passage to read during a pandemic.  It 

always struck me as strange that Jesus would not support the importance of hand-washing, but for us who 

attempt to follow the guidelines of the CDC, what he says about hand-washing must certainly set off alarm 

bells.  For us, hand-washing is right up there with mask-wearing as a way to contain the spread of disease.  

Certainly, Jesus couldn’t be an anti-vaxxer. 

 

This is one of those places where understanding the historical context matters.  I don’t think Jesus is 

objecting to cleanliness.  What I think Jesus is objecting to is a mindset about cleanliness that leads some 

people to set themselves apart from other people.  Various cultural groups have often thought of people 

outside of their group as “dirty.”  We look at the dietary habits of people of other cultures and we think, 

“Eeeww!  That’s disgusting.”  What Jesus is saying is “You’re getting all upset about what someone else 

puts in their mouth, when the things that come out of your mouth are truly disgusting.  The hate and the 

arrogance that come out of your mouth are truly disgusting because they undermine the inherent dignity of 

other people.   That’s what you should be upset about.  Not whether someone eats cockroaches.” 

 

Our Gospel reading this morning gives us a glimpse into how Jesus and the Pharisees are trying to make 

sense of the law of God in a new context.  Jesus turns away from carrying out the letter of the law, because 

in this case the letter of the law divides people and is demeaning toward some people.  Jesus turns away 

from the letter of the law in order to embrace the larger meaning of the law, the principle that all people 

are created in God’s image, regardless of what their dietary habits may be.   

 

We who seek to live as people of God will always have to make sense of the law of God in a changing 

context.  I think every generation must think that theirs is the generation that is facing the most apocalyptic 

change.  We look at the dramatic changes that are happening in the world around us and we think, “Wow!  

This must be the end of the world.”  Paul’s generation thought they were living in the end times; 

Augustine’s generation thought they were living in the end times; Luther’s generation thought they were 

living in the end times.  So, I don’t want to overestimate the amount of social change that we are 

experiencing in our world right now; but the fact is, there is a lot of change happening right now.  The 

pandemic is changing a lot of things.  Global warming is changing a lot of things. Technology is changing a 

lot of things.  The world is changing, so how do we continue to live as people of God in a changing world? 

 

I am inclined to follow the example of Jesus: embrace the unchanging principle, that all people are created 

in the image of God.  Or, as Jesus says elsewhere in the Gospels: love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and all your soul and all your might and love your neighbor as yourself.  On these two principles 

hang all the other laws of the Bible.   

 

The congregation of Christ Lutheran Church is going through change.  You’ve already been changing how 

we gather as a congregation.  In a few months you will be changing pastors.  You are going to be trying 

new things to see what works in this new context and what doesn’t, just like Jesus and the Pharisees were 

trying to figure it out.  You will have successes and failures along the way.  But embracing your mission can 

sustain you through that change.  “Sharing God’s love for all the world.”  The principle underlying our 



mission is exactly what guided Jesus, and it is what will guide all of us as we seek to build the House of 

God. 

 


