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James 1:17-27 

17
Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with 

whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. 
18

In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the 
word of truth, so that we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.  

19
You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; 

20
for your 

anger does not produce God’s righteousness. 
21

Therefore rid yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of 
wickedness, and welcome with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save your souls. 

22
But be doers 

of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. 
23

For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, 
they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; 

24
for they look at themselves and, on going away, 

immediately forget what they were like. 
25

But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, 
being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing. 

26
If any think they are 

religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless. 
27

Religion that is pure 
and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself 
unstained by the world.  

Mark 7:1-23 

7Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around him, 
2
they 

noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing them. 
3
(For the 

Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the 
elders; 

4
and they do not eat anything from the market unless they wash it; and there are also many other traditions 

that they observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.) 
5
So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, 

“Why do your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 
6
He said to 

them, “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written,  

‘This people honors me with their lips, 
but their hearts are far from me; 
7
in vain do they worship me, 

teaching human precepts as doctrines.’ 
8
You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.”  

9
Then he said to them, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition! 

10
For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever speaks evil of father or mother must surely 

die.’ 
11

But you say that if anyone tells father or mother, ‘Whatever support you might have had from me is Corban’ 
(that is, an offering to God)— 

12
then you no longer permit doing anything for a father or mother, 

13
thus making 

void the word of God through your tradition that you have handed on. And you do many things like this.”  

14
Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 

15
there is nothing 

outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile.”  

17
When he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about the parable. 

18
He said to them, 

“Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, 
19

since it enters, not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?” (Thus he declared all foods clean.) 



20
And he said, “It is what comes out of a person that defiles. 

21
For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil 

intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, 
22

adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, 
pride, folly. 

23
All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.”  

 
 
A 
Because of these scripture passages we are reading today, I went around my house yesterday 
to do a little survey. I was curious about the mirrors – where are they, how many are there, 
how are they used, and so what? Well, our house, the church manse, has three bathrooms, 
each with a mirror.  
 
The two bathrooms on the second floor are used the most and each of them has the kind of 
mirror that is in three sections. You can use it as one big mirror, so if I want to see how I look 
overall, whether my tie is straight or if I shaved everything I should have, or if my shirt is clean-- 
I can see the whole picture of how I look.  
 
But each of the three sections of these bathroom mirrors also opens independently, so you can 
not only see what is straight in front of you, but you can arrange the mirrors to see around the 
sides- and even to see the back of your head if you arrange everything just right. Bathrooms 
today always include a mirror and the ones we have in the manse are really useful to us. But 
there are more. 
 
In one bathroom my wife has installed a round mirror that swings out from the wall. It turns 
around and is useable on both sides- one side being flat and the other being concave. That 
concave side is scary. You can see things on your face that no one should have to see. A mole 
looks like a mountain. A wrinkle looks like the Grand Canyon. And your nose- you don’t want to 
look in there. This mirror makes the smallest defect into a giant flaw. This mirror takes some 
courage to use. 
 
In the bedroom, on the back of the closet door there is another mirror, a full length mirror that 
allows someone to see themselves from head to toe. No excuse with a mirror like that if colors 
clash or the fit isn’t right. This mirror shows it all. 
 
And in our dining room there is a decorative mirror on the wall. Mirrors like this one are 
reminiscent of the mirrors you see in restaurants or stores that are meant to make the space 
look bigger. It sort of opens up the room, like an open window that connects you to a place 
beyond.  
 
That might seem like all the mirrors in the house but there’s one more mirror that I have that 
almost all of us have today. It’s not usually in the house, except when I’m in the house. What 
I’m talking about is my phone. When my phone is set in selfie mode I can use it like a mirror to 
see myself. There’s no excuse anymore, whether you’re at home or away, to not know how 
you’re looking. 



 
B 
Both the letter from James and the conversation between Jesus and the Pharisees ask us to 
look in a mirror and to check out what we see, both on the outside as well as our insides. Both 
James and Jesus direct us to see our hearts.  
 
Let’s do a little experiment with our imaginations. Let’s imagine that one of our mirrors at 
home allows us to see inside ourselves, directly into our hearts. When we stand in front of it we 
are completely open to the reality of who we are, what we think, how we feel, and what 
motivates us.  
 
That can be scary, a little like that concave mirror that shows more than we may want to see, 
more than we can bear to see. Hopefully we see goodness and love. But if we’re honest we also 
see our imperfections- maybe impatience, or unkind words and thoughts, or self-centeredness, 
or something else that blemishes our heart and soul. 
 
Those blemishes rarely stay hidden on our inside though. They often come out in the way we 
act. Turn that mirror around now and take a look at the whole picture. See yourself from head 
to foot and reflect on the things you say and do that exhibit those inner blemishes. We want 
things our way all the time, or we say things that hurt those around us. Jesus asks us to 
determine how what’s inside us relates to who we are and what we do.  
 
C 
His point is simple. Do we have God’s ways at heart or some other ways instead, because 
whatever we have in our hearts is going to show in our behavior. Jesus particularly asks if our 
hearts, and especially our spiritual practices, have lost touch with God’s reality.  
 
When I was just starting out as a pastor I had a mentor who thought about this point. He was 
the pastor of a church that started every worship service with a parade down the aisle. The first 
person in the parade carried the cross on a pole high above the congregation. The next person 
carried the Bible and placed it on the pulpit. They were followed by the choir, marching two by 
two in step with the opening hymn, which of course meant that that hymn could not be in triple 
meter, because we have two feet to march with, not three, and then after the choir the 
minister marched, robed in black, wearing a tab collar and colorful vestments, carefully timed 
to arrive at his seat just as the hymn ended. One day as this parade was starting down the aisle 
he leaned over and said, “What the heck does this have to do with the gospel?” 
 
I think this is what Jesus and James are directing us to ask. Whatever I’m doing in my life, “What 
does it have to do with the gospel?” Whatever we’re doing as a church, “What does that have 
to do with the gospel? What does that have to do with the good news of Jesus Christ breaking 
into the world?” 
 
My mentor’s point was that he believed the march down the aisle was not so much about the 
good news of Jesus Christ, but was more about the people in the sanctuary feeling holy, giving 



themselves a pat on the back for their righteousness and virtue. Pomp and circumstance 
allowed them to feel good about themselves and avoid the hard questions of living out the 
good news. 
 
“What does this have to do with the gospel?” That’s the question for elders and deacons and 
Christians to be asking throughout the days of their lives. So, obviously, we need to ask ‘what is 
the gospel?’ 
 
 
D 
James is eager to tell us…. “to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep 
oneself unstained by the world.” The gospel is first about others- do we make time to take care 
of those around us who are in need? Do we give our time and attention to them? Do we 
maintain this attention to the needy and not succumb to the world’s values of building 
ourselves up instead? Gospel lovers make a difference in the lives around them. 
 
And Jesus takes a crack at this too. He says ‘don’t steal, don’t murder, don’t commit adultery, 
don’t be envious, don’t be proud, and so on.’ The positive side of these warnings is to say what 
Jesus said on another occasion, “Love your neighbor as you love yourself.” That’s the gospel. 
 
 
 
Over the years I’ve had conversations with people who are outside the church looking in. And 
churches wonder why people don’t want to join anymore. One of the main reasons is exactly 
what Jesus is talking about today. People on the outside don’t see integrity between what 
churches say about the gospel and how they actually spend their time or resources or energy. 
The public wonders why we have parades, or whatever traditions or habits or practices we’ve 
developed and treasured, rather than spending every minute or ounce of energy we can find 
with those in need. 
 
 
 
E 
We have a gospel because we have a God who wants good things for us and our neighbors. We 
are able to give ourselves because our God has given to us. We are made for this.  
 
This week as you get ready in the morning for the day ahead, look in the mirror and see not just 
what you look like, but look into your heart and ask, “What will my day have to do with the 
gospel, and how can I lay aside the things that seem important, but really aren’t part of the 
good news?  
 
Then go and do what is good. 
 
 


