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The church where I grew up was probably a pretty typical Pentecostal church of that 
1980’s and 90’s era.  Some of you don’t know much about the history of the Pentecostal 
movement, but our roots are in the holiness movements of the late 19th century which 
emphasized a certain kind of holiness measured in things like how long the skirts and 
hair were worn, or what things you didn’t do that the other guys in the town did.   
 
We heard an awful lot of sermons growing up that focused on this idea that we were 
supposed to be separated from sin – a feeling I wholeheartedly agree with – but that 
separation tended to mean that we were just supposed to stay away from sinners.  But 
more than the sermons we heard, there was a general culture that permeated through 
the whole church atmosphere.  For you to be truly holy and pure, there were certain 
things that had to be true of your life.  I remember getting caught up enough in it that I 
used to think that wearing a tie to church on Sunday was an acceptable way to measure 
my spirituality, and enough for me to condemn in my heart the people who didn’t. 
 
Being the kind of kid who generally liked to please people, I became pretty good at 
managing the exterior measurements of my purity and holiness.  I knew how to follow 
the rules and expectations of my parents and the others at church, and I knew how to 
maintain the expected appearance.  In other words, I managed to turn myself into a 
pretty fair representation of the Pharisees who conflicted with Jesus so often.  I had an 
external purity that I could measure in the things I did and didn’t do, but if I was honest, I 
don’t know that my heart was really drawing any closer to God through those things.  I’ll 
be honest enough to admit that to this day I still struggle with that tendency to become 
legalistic in my thoughts about purity because now I get paid to be pure and holy. 
 
Some of us actually met people like me in a church somewhere, or at school, or at a job 
somewhere and people like that were part of the reason that you turned your back on 
Jesus and the church.  You couldn’t imagine that the kind of arrogant, smug, self-
righteous behavior you saw in some of Jesus’ followers could possibly represent the life 
that Jesus taught and demonstrated.  Surely he must have had something else in mind, 
so you rightfully look with skeptical eyes at that legalistic approach to following Jesus. 
 
Some of us went exactly the other way to respond.  We tried to run from the holiness 
and purity by living like what we did didn’t really matter anyway – that we could be pure 
in our hearts, but not really live in a way that honored Jesus.  Some of us reacted by 
choosing to give ourselves a license to do whatever we felt, rejecting the idea that 
anyone could “judge” us, because they couldn’t see our hearts, while all along we know 
that our hearts were moving as far away from God as we could get.   
 
But maybe both of those options are missing what Jesus says about the kind of life that 
he was inviting us to live.  Maybe there is a third way forward into the blessing and 
approval of Jesus.  Maybe there is a way to live under God’s good rule that would be 
neither legalistic nor a license for us to do our own thing.  And if there is a third way, then 
wouldn’t it make sense for us to look at that to see if there’s any merit to it? 
 
That’s where Jesus’ words to us in Matthew 5:8 come into play. 
 



Jesus’ words here indicate that there is an alternative to the legalist and the license 
approach to purity.  But I want to make sure that we take some time this morning to hear 
him correctly, remembering that these words are an invitation into the life that Jesus 
intends for us to live when we follow him, when his Kingdom comes among us and his 
will is done among us.  This is the kind of life of which Jesus approves, and which is 
completely consistent with his good rule over us. 
 
Two words in this statement are the keys to our understanding of what Jesus is after 
here.  They are two words with a lot of context behind them, but also with a lot of 
possibility for misunderstanding.  There are a lot of places in the Old Testament we 
could go to look for pure hearts, but possibly the one that stands most clearly behind 
Jesus’ statement here is found in Psalm 24:3-4, where David writes that the ones who 
will enter into God’s presence are the ones who come with clean hands and pure hearts.  
There was a long tradition of understanding that to enter into relationship with God 
required purity on our part, that we couldn’t just approach him without any concern for 
holiness in our lives. 
 
But purity for a 1st Century Jewish person had probably taken on the additional 
connotation of ceremonial purity.  It was certainly a word that was familiar to the 
Pharisees who believed that the only way God would come to rescue his people again 
was if they could be truly purified from their sins.  So they focused on that kind of purity 
that could be measured by some external standards.  They taught their disciples the kind 
of purity I learned as a kid – you stayed away from that which would make you unholy or 
common.  Like me they created a skin-deep purity that lacked the power to transform 
their lives, instead covering up a whole mess of uncleanness on the inside. 
 
Which is exactly why Jesus clarifies the statement further with the second term we need 
to grasp this morning.  Jesus is after a purity that starts with the heart.  For us, that word 
conjures up some soft, romantic images because we associate hearts with Valentine’s 
Day and mushy things like that.  But Jesus’ first audience would have heard that word 
differently.  The long tradition of the Old Testament poets and prophets saw the heart as 
the center of the whole human being; the source for everything that we are, and by 
overflow everything that we do. 
 
Jesus would later point out (Matthew 15:17-20) that while the Pharisees were 
concerned about being defiled by what went into their bodies through their mouths, God 
was looking deeper than that surface level.  He says that everything that defiles us 
comes from our heart.  Evil thoughts, immorality, adultery, lying, slander and stealing all 
start in the heart and then flow out into words and actions.  All kinds of junk comes from 
the human heart, but it’s easier for us to ignore all of that than it is to admit it.  It is in the 
heart, the very center of who we are, that we most desperately need purity; the character 
shaping work of God that would transform us to reflect his character. 
 
God is completely pure – a reality once again depicted throughout Israel’s long history – 
and his purity is totally consuming.  He is so pure that we can’t begin to imagine it, 
conditioned as we are by living in a fallen and broken world where sin and impurity reign 
both around us and within us.  So when Jesus talks about purity of heart among those 
who enter his Kingdom, we recognize that there is some work that needs to be done in 
us.  There will have to be some stripping away of the sin and impurity that builds up over 
our hearts over time.  It will not be easy work to excavate our souls from under that 
mountain of impurity, but that is exactly what Jesus is after. 



 
Some of us have spent years of our lives insulating ourselves from his presence, from 
his heart.  When we open up to God’s work, he begins to peel away the layers that have 
accumulated over those years.  The effects of our own sin, and the sins of others against 
us, build up within us and keep us unresponsive to his work in us.  But when we draw 
near to him, he begins to pull away that pride, greed, and foolishness that build up on 
our hearts, obscuring the image of God that still rests within us.   
 
So he begins to patiently take it away, all the time drawing us nearer to his 
overwhelmingly pure, holy heart, cleansing us in the process and purifying our own 
hearts just by getting close to his.  He begins to burn away all the junk that has built up 
inside of us, the desires for our own will, the self-righteousness, and pride that we have 
covered up with the external appearances.  Our desires are being purified, and we begin 
to reflect his desires in our hearts, which begin to come into line with his.  We desire the 
purity of God’s character to be expressed in who we are, which has little to do with what 
others see, but has everything to do with what God sees when he looks at our heart. 
 
Jesus is relentless in his pursuit of our heart.  He wants nothing to do with a religiously 
correct way of life that focuses just on what can be managed on the surface.  He wants 
nothing to do with going through the motions of religious purity without engaged hearts.  
He is after who you are in the deep reaches of your heart, and is willing to go to 
whatever lengths necessary to deal with that part of us.  He wants to transform not just 
what you do, but why you do it.  This is where the real character transformation happens 
– in the heart where no one else may see it at first.  Eventually purity of heart flows out 
into what we do, but the result is a deeper, more fulfilling kind of spirituality. 
 
Some of you need to take an important first step to respond to this message today – you 
need to admit that there are layers of impurity that are covering up your heart.  You may 
have grown up in church or not, but you understand that you have been living your life to 
please yourself, resulting in brokenness and pain that you can’t hide from yourself, even 
if you can hide it from others.  This keeps you from seeing God at all, keeps you 
skeptical of him, and pushing him away.  But this morning I believe God wants to draw 
you closer to his heart, and begin that process of excavating your heart, uncovering the 
image of Christ that has been hidden under all those layers.  He wants to draw you into 
the life that he always intended you to live, pulling you closer to his heart and shaping 
yours to reflect his more purely. 
 
Some of you have built up layers of religiously correct behavior and a life of purity that is 
only skin deep.  You’ve become good Pharisees who can manage your appearances 
very well, but you know you’re covering up things in your heart that you’re not managing 
at all.  In fact, those things are pulling you further away from God’s heart.  Jesus wants 
to come after your heart again this morning, drawing you close to his heart again to 
restore to you the sense that your life flows from your heart.  You cannot live the life God 
intends you to live from a skin-deep spirituality.  It has to go deeper than that. 
 
If we have any hope of changing the perception of Jesus and the church in our world, 
then we will have to be a movement of the pure in heart who allow their character to be 
shaped by God’s pure heart.  Get yourself into that movement and see what happens as 
God purifies your heart and desires. 


