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Mark 7:1-23 Understanding God’s Law

Today’s passage, Mark 7:1-23, returns to a group that Jesus interacted with in Mark 3 as he is
confronted by the Pharisees, the Jewish religious leaders. And | want to point out up front that
the point of this passage is dealing with the purpose of the law, the 10 Commandments. So |
want to begin by reminding us of our New City Catechism question number 15 that says, since
no one can keep the law, what is its purpose? And the answer is::- That we may know the holy
nature and will of God, and the sinful nature and disobedience of our hearts; and thus our need
of a Savior. The law also teaches and exhorts us to live a life worthy of our Savior. Jesus is
addressing that purpose of the law in this passage today. With that in mind, let’s read verses 1-
12 of Mark 7.

7 Now when the Pharisees gathered to him, with some of the scribes who had come from
Jerusalem, 2they saw that some of his disciples ate with hands that were defiled, that is,
unwashed. * (For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands
properly,”™ holding to the tradition of the elders, and when they come from the marketplace, they
do not eat unless they wash.® And there are many other traditions that they observe, such

as the washing of cups and pots and copper vessels and dining couches.) // ° And the Pharisees
and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not walk according to the tradition of the
elders, but eat with defiled hands?” ® And he said to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of

you hypocrites, as it is written, ““This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from
me; " in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’ ®You leave
the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.” // ° And he said to them, “You have
a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to establish your tradition! ° For
Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever reviles father or mother must
surely die.” "' But you say, ‘If a man tells his father or his mother, “Whatever you would have
gained from me is Corban™ (that is, given to God)—'?then you no longer permit him to do
anything for his father or mother, thus making void the word of God by your tradition that you
have handed down. And many such things you do.”

The Pharisees may have come to Jesus with a question about washing hands, but Jesus uses
the opportunity to address a much larger issue. Jesus uses the opportunity to address two
contradicting ideas, the traditions of men and the commands of God. 7 times Jesus mentions
traditions of men or commandments of men and contrasts that with the Commandments or
Word of God. So let’s begin by understanding what he is talking about. First, What are these
traditions of men? The First thing you need to know is that this is referring to the oral tradition
of Jewish Rabbinical teaching that was eventually written down around 200AD in what is known
as the Mishnah. The Mishnah relates to the Torah or the law. The Torah is the 10
Commandments in Exodus 20 and all the related commands that are given to Moses in the first
5 books of the Bible that collectively are called the Torah. In an attempt to actually keep the 10
commandments and the related commands that come from those original 10 and form the
Torah, the Jewish Rabbis by their tradition found 613 commands in the Torah and then gave
their instructions for how to actually follow those commands. Jesus is pointing out some of the
ways that they had come up with to follow these commands. Of course the present issue was
the ritual washing of hands. This wasn’t a simple washing the dirt off of your hands before
eating food. There were specific ways to wash their hands. Before a meal they would pour a
little water over their hands, and raise them slightly so the water could go to their wrists, then
they would have to lower their hands and rinse them and let the water run off their fingertips.
That was just a regular meal. And the comment about the washing after returning from the
market in verse 4 may have implied the requirement of a full body bath from being out in the
impurity of the marketplace required before eating. Now, the only actual requirement for
washing of hands in the Law, the Torah is for the priests. Exodus 30:18-20 says, '®“You shall
also make a basin of bronze, with its stand of bronze, for washing. You shall put it between the
tent of meeting and the altar, and you shall put water in it, ' with which Aaron and his sons shall
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wash their hands and their feet. * When they go into the tent of meeting, or when they come
near the altar to minister, to burn a food offering” to the Lord, they shall wash with water, so
that they may not die. So, only Aaron and his sons, in other words, the priests were required to
wash before entering the tabernacle to worship. The point was ritual purity signifying the need
for spiritual purity and holiness in the worship of God. From that simple command, these rabbis
had over the years lost sight of the point of holiness and replaced it with an extensive system of
external washings. And the requirements of the Jewish rabbis went beyond these washings to
every aspect of life. Even in the years since Jesus, Orthodox Jews have continued to add to
these rules. Such teachings like not looking into a mirror on the Sabbath day so you aren’t
tempted to pull a gray hair you may see and therefore work on the Sabbath, are an example of
how far the Mishnah goes in its attempts to put external rules in place so you can “keep” and
“obey” the law.

Secondly, you have to understand that by Jesus calling these traditions of man, it was actually
offensive to these religious leaders. They put these Rabbinical teachings on the same level as
Scripture itself. They were not simply commentary on the 10 commandments or application such
as would be made in a sermon. To the Scribes and Pharisees, these traditions and teachings had
almost the same authority that the written Word of God has in the Torah. Ultimately, this is the
real conflict in this situation. Is the written Word of God going to be authoritative or are there
other teachings that are on the same level as God’s Word? This is still in many ways the
question and problem today. How could the United Methodist Church approve homosexual
marriage and ordination? The reason that could happen is that the Bible no longer has the
authority in that denomination. The subjective feeling of modern human society has so
influenced the way that so-called Christian theologians and leaders within that denomination and
others view the Bible that they place their idea of tolerance and love above the clear commands
of Scripture. Jesus is addressing this very thing in his move away from the ritual washings to
bring up their false idea of Corban. What was happening there is that the religious leaders had
actually found a way to give religious support to contradicting Scripture and in that case add
money to their pockets as well.

The 5th of the 10 Commandments found in Exodus 20:12 says, 12 “Honor your father and your
mother, that your days may be long in the land that the Lord your God is giving you.” Normally
this would mean in at least some way that the children or at least the sons or oldest son would
be responsible for providing financially for invalid parents if that became necessary. Well, just
like society today, there were undoubtedly sons who did not want to honor their parents in that
way by taking care of them with their money and possessions. The Rabbis and religious leaders
over the years had come up with a “work-around” to ignore the fifth commandment. They said
that if you dedicated by a vow your money and possessions to God and to the work of the
temple then that vow to God would supersede your obedience of this command to honor your
parents. You have to understand, this vow worked more like what we have in tax codes today
called “deferred giving.” You basically legally will a certain portion of your assets to a charitable
organization and at your death that organization receives those assets. But of course, during
your lifetime, you continue to use those assets however you see fit. This is what was happening
with Corban. The son would continue to spend the money on himself however he wanted, and at
his death, that money would go to the temple. The key was he was allowed by this act to tell his
parents he could not spend his money on them because that money was dedicated to God. So,
like many modern versions of so-called Christianity today, they found ways to sound spiritual
while very clearly disobeying the commands of God. So, the problem with the Pharisees is two
fold: they were both legalists in adding to the scripture in order to define Godliness. And, they
were like modern liberals who found ways to ignore Scripture and not obey it, which means they
were essentially rejecting it.
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We have basically already answered the second question, What are the commands of God?
These are the 10 Commandments for sure, but really all of Scripture is in Jesus’s mind. That’s
why he says in verse 12 that they are making void the Word of God--- not just a specific
command in the Torah. So Jesus is essentially saying that their man made religious traditions
intended to bring them into holiness and a right relationship with God, instead put them at odds
with the very Word of God they claimed to obey. So, the Pharisees were missing the point of the
law, they were missing the point of the Word of God. So what is the meaning of these
commands of God that are represented by the 10 commandments in the Old Testament if it is
not to outwardly conform to them in some sort of legalistic way or to find ways around them?
This is what Jesus addresses now with the people in the area and then his disciples. Look at
verses 14-23. " And he called the people to him again and said to them, “Hear me, all of you,
and understand: " 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.”™ ' And when he had entered the
house and left the people, his disciples asked him about the parable. '® And he said to

them, “Then are you also without understanding? 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?”™ (Thus he declared all foods clean.) ? And he said, “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.”

Jesus provides the answer first to the crowds gathered and then inside the house with just his
disciples he expands on it. What we learn is that for the pharisees, sin was what you did with
your actions that violated the law or even their interpretation of the law. Jesus flips this idea
completely and says that it is not what comes from outside a human being that makes them
sinful on the inside, but what happens inside our hearts that is the basis of sin and defilement. |
may not have to say it, but of course Jesus is not speaking medically about germs on our hands
when we eat, but speaking specifically of these religious rituals. Normally when we think of
putting things in our bodies, we think of food, which was also a primary component of keeping
the law (eating or not eating the right foods), so Jesus uses that specific illustration. He says
that whatever you put into your body by eating can’t defile you, because it just passes through
the body. Mark inserts the interpretation of this that Jesus declared all foods clean by saying
that. This is important because of the arguments that come into the church after Jesus leaves
over whether Christians have to follow Jewish food customs. Also, remember Mark is basically
writing down the apostle Peter’s account of Jesus, and it is Peter who in the book of Acts
chapter 10 who receives a direct message in a vision from God saying that all foods are pure.
And with that vision, God prepares Peter to share Christ with a leading Gentile Roman centurion.
So, it makes sense that Mark reflecting Peter might mention this connection.

So what is Jesus’s point here? All the rules that the Jewish religious leaders had put in place
over the years were doing nothing to address the problem that the 10 Commandments and the
law brought to light. That problem is that none of us can truly keep those commandments
because our sin begins in our heart, not our actions. Jeremiah 17:9 describes the natural state
of our heart, of our true self, when it says, The heart is deceitful above all things, and
desperately sick; who can understand it? In the sermon on the Mount, not found in Mark, but
found in Matthew, Jesus makes clear that outward conformity to the commands of the law is not
the same as truly obeying them. In Matthew 5, Jesus says that to hate someone in your heart is
the same as committing murder. He also says that for a man to lust after a woman is the same
as committing adultery. Clearly all the rules of the Pharisees will not prevent hatred, lust or any
of the list of sins in verse 21, here in Mark 7---evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder,
adultery, % coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness:--
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The gospel that Jesus proclaims and embodies as our Savior is a gospel of grace. None of us is
capable of actually keeping the commands of Scripture, because our hearts are in rebellion and
in sin against our Creator God. So, to bring it back to our catechism question we began with. In
part the purpose of the law is so:-- That we may know the holy nature and will of God, and the
sinful nature and disobedience of our hearts--- The Pharisees gave a list of rules that failed to
address the real problem. You don’t keep the commandments by following rules, you need a new
heart. The people that the Pharisees were teaching were dying and lost in sin. The people all
around us are dying and lost in sin. You don’t give a dying man rules, you give them the gospel
because they cannot keep the commands of God because of the sin nature that exists within
each one of our hearts. We need the grace of God, the forgiveness of sin purely out of God’s
mercy because we can never earn it or deserve it. And so the catechism question continues that
the Commandments show the disobedience of our hearts:-+ and thus our need of a Savior. The
entire book of Mark and Jesus himself is pointing to the fact that in contrast to the legalism or
the liberalism taught by the Pharisees, Jesus can produce the inner transformation, the heart
transformation, the salvation from sin that the law requires, but cannot bring about apart from
Jesus himself. So, Jesus himself says in Matthew 5:17, 17 “Do not think that | have come to
abolish the Law or the Prophets; | have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. It is true
that in the Old Testament law, in fact in the Bible itself, God is giving us his standard of holiness
and his definition of right and wrong. But it is also true that unless we experience the
transformational power of Jesus Christ to convert or to change our sinful hearts into a pure
heart through his perfect obedience and sacrificial death on the cross for us, we can never obey
a list of rules to be made right with God. So, our message is not and cannot be one of clean up
your life and conform to God’s Word. Instead, it is believe in Jesus Christ, and accept him as
your Lord and Savior and by God’s grace alone be given the righteousness of Christ who
perfectly fulfilled the law that none of us can fully obey. As followers of Christ, we are seeking to
be obedient to God’s Word and to God’s commands, but if we base that obedience on anything
but a humble dependance on Jesus Christ and his righteousness alone, we will fail in that effort.
So daily our prayer should be that of Romans 12:1 that we would---present our bodies as a living
sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God. We must die to ourselves, to our own efforts to our own
abilities to our own desires and live our lives being changed not by rules, but as Romans 12:2
says “transformed by the renewal of our mind---” which comes by regeneration and New birth
through Jesus Christ and him alone. Let’s pray.



