PENTECOST 13, B – August 29, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Deut. 4:1-2, 6-9; Eph. 6:10-20; Mark 7:14-23

      “Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me!” Ps. 51

The apostle Paul has some rather frightening words for us in Eph. 6: “We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” It seems we Christians are like our soldiers who are at the airport in Kabul, Afghanistan: surrounded by angry enemies – spiritual enemies, in our case; demonic beings – and trying to stay safe while helping others escape the chaos. The demons have been spreading their evil and creating chaos “in the heavenly places,” we are warned; the places which should promote what is good and right. From there they have especially been assaulting hearts and minds and souls with sexual sin. Jesus indicates this by putting sexual immorality at the top of the list when He names the sins that come from within us. It’s no surprise, then, that the LGBTQ+ agenda is now being pushed upon us.
· Norwalk has pushed it by flying the rainbow flag from city hall and painting rainbow crosswalks on Belden Ave., near the entrance to the Children’s Museum. And twice at our main library in town we’ve had Drag Queen Story Hour, during which parents are invited to bring their children in and have men dressed as women read stories to them.
We are truly being assaulted by spiritual forces of evil.

Maybe we should create a Lutheran enclave, a place where we can live and work together and be safe among ourselves! Other Christian groups, such as the Puritans who sailed here on the Mayflower in 1620 and settled in Plymouth, MA, have tried this. We Lutherans have never done so, however. Why not? Because we believe what Jesus says: “There is nothing outside a person that by going into him can defile him, but the things that come out of a person are what defile him.”
You can’t hide from sin, for it lies within. Oh, we sure do try to hide. We blame other things: the preponderance of bad shows on TV… the internet (and it certainly is possible to mistakenly click on and wander into a perverse website). We blame other people, and societal pressure, which do indeed test us. We claim ignorance: “Hey, I didn’t know!” We even at times dare to lay the blame on God: “God made me this way!”
Jesus yanks the net out from under every excuse we offer up. “Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him, since it enters not his heart but his stomach, and is expelled? What comes out of a person is what defiles him. For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.” When you sin, it’s your fault and no one else’s. You are the guilty one. Now, you may be tempted by another person, or by something… but it is you who give in, you who sin. Jesus Himself says this, for He sees this and knows this. He sees, in fact, that every sin, even the worst – murder – is within you and me, because every sin is at heart the same: the exaltation of self over God… the denial of God.
“Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me!” Who wrote these words – this cry of anguish – of Ps. 51? David: the man of such great faith in God that he faced the mighty Goliath with no armor, no sword and shield, nothing but a sling and a stone, because the battle was the Lord’s, and He would win the victory! Years later, after God exalted him as king over Israel, he saw a woman bathing and lusted after her. Though the wife of one of his best soldiers, he slept with her, and she became pregnant. He then used his servants to try to hide it, and ultimately killed her husband by ordering the commander of his army to put him at the front of the battle and then withdraw from him. Lust… adultery… murder… abuse of power, and of people… all of this was within that great man of faith. It remained within David, turning him away from God, for nearly a year; until, finally, he was confronted with his sin and repented. 
“Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me!” Make David’s cry of repentance your cry, for it is a cry for help to the only One who can give it: the God who knows your every sin and your every temptation in mind and heart because He faced them in His own mind and heart – and overcame them.
God isn’t just an almighty being who knows everything and sees everything, a cosmic power and spiritual force of good from whom no evil can be hidden. He is the eternal Lord who became man in the person of Jesus and lived among us in weakness, and not in power. He knows what life is like in our world, for He lived it. He knows the temptations that confront us, for He faced them – although, in His case, they came only from without and not from within. Unlike us, Jesus was pure and holy in heart, mind, and body. Consider, then, how He must have been assaulted by the sin and evil that surrounded Him; that He saw and endured even from His family, and later, His closest disciples! But, He came in our flesh and lived among us because He does not want to be apart from us, even though we are so sinful. “Evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness…” all these evils, and more, Jesus not only saw in His followers; He felt them, for He took them into His own heart and mind and flesh as He hung on a cross for us. “Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin!” We can cry out these words with the confidence that God will indeed cleanse us because Jesus bore our every sin for us and endured for us the fullness of God’s punishment of them. We can cry out these words with confidence because we were washed in Jesus’ blood in the water of baptism. In that act, Holy Scripture says (Rom. 6), we were joined with Jesus in His death. We were also raised with Him in His resurrection. And so, a new heart – one filled with the Holy Spirit and the Spirit’s holy desires – has been given to you in Christ! 

You who have been baptized into Christ Jesus are truly alive: alive with God, your loving Father, who, with His Son and the Holy Spirit, lives within you and works through you. Yes, you and I live in a world that confronts us with much evil. And, yes, although we have been raised to life with Christ, we have not yet been raised with a new and holy flesh. The old sinful desires – the evil of every sin – still live within us and seek to rule us. But, count yourselves as dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus, your Lord who died and rose for you! You can then live in peace and joy. For, “there is nothing outside [of you] that by going into [you] can defile [you],” Jesus says; and so, you and I can live freely in this world, eating and drinking and playing without worrying about being defiled. Oh, it is a dangerous world, for sure, and especially because we battle with “the cosmic powers over this present darkness, the spiritual forces of evil.” But, you belong to Christ, and are God’s children in Him. And, God has given you armor: your baptism, and His promise in it that He is with you as Your almighty Father; and, above all, the Word of God. It is, as the front of our pulpit proclaims, the spiritus gladius, the sword of the Spirit, with which the devil is defeated. Arm yourself with this sword, and with every weapon it reveals and gives, and you can live in confident peace and joy! For, “there is nothing outside [of you] that by going into [you] can defile [you].” In Christ you are clean – and in Him you are victorious! – forever!
In the name, and solely through the life, death, resurrection and ascension, of Jesus Christ, our Lord! Amen.
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