Did You Wash Your hands

“Truth vs. Tradition”

Let’s discuss four words, tradition, conviction, liberty and legalism.
Tradition, could be good or bad depending on how it is viewed.

Convictions, personal, not forced on others, bathed in prayer and study of the Word

Liberty, danger, do not use it as a “cloke of maliciousness”

Legalism, trusting in our works or deeds for salvation and not in Christ alone, (Jerusalem Council, Galatians, the Colossian heresy, Christ plus this or minus this = salvation
This passage returns to the theme of conflict between Jesus and the religious leaders (cf. Mark 2:1-3:6).


The whole country was astir with news of Jesus’ claims and unbelievable miracles. People were stirred up, dangerously so. All this necessitated another commission being sent out to investigate Jesus.

Throughout his Gospel, Mark’s emphasis is primarily on what Jesus did. However, in this section of our study you will find Mark recording some of the important teachings of the Lord.

It is similar to the conflict stories found in 2:1-3:6 but is placed here (along with vv. 14-19 and vv. 20-23) to function as an introduction to the extension of the ministry of Jesus to the Gentiles in vv. 24-30 (the Syrophoenician woman), in vv. 31-37 (the deaf-and-dumb man in the Decapolis)

Mark 7:1-23 (KJV)  

A. THE CHARGE BY THE RELIGIOUS LEADERS (7:1-5)

The religionists found fault with Jesus’ disciples (v.1-5).

    Then came together unto him the Pharisees, and certain of the scribes, which came from Jerusalem.

7:1.  It is not clear why Pharisees, most of whom were centered in Jerusalem, would have come to Galilee. Some commentators have suggested that they came to evaluate Jesus’ teaching, to see if he were a false teacher leading people astray (see Deut. 13:13-14).

 [2] And when they saw some of his disciples eat bread with defiled, that is to say, with unwashen, hands, they found fault. [3] For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, except they wash their hands oft, eat not, holding the tradition of the elders.

7:2-3.  The Pharisees were scrupulous about washing their hands as part of ritual purity, though this rule was not found in the Old Testament and may have originally derived from Greek influence.

The traditional ceremony of washing one’s hands before meals (as a sign of thanksgiving to God) had been broken.

These washings had nothing to do with personal hygiene, nor were they commanded in the Law.

The Law of Moses prescribed washing before handling some items. The idea was to instill within the people the holiness of God and His temple, and the need for man to be spiritually clean before approaching Him or handling His affairs. But what had happened was that some religionists had added to God’s Word. They had taken the Law of God, including the laws of cleansing, and had added thousands and thousands of rules and regulations. There was a rule governing practically every thing a person did, so many rules in fact that no one could conceivably keep them.

The words “unclean” (7:2, 5, 15, 18, 20, 23) and “tradition” (vv. 3, 5, 8, 9, 13) bind the section together.

Ceremonially unwashed. It was a technical term among Jews denoting whatever was contaminated according to their religious rituals and thus was unfit to be called holy or devoted to God.

7:3-4. These verses constitute an extended parenthesis in which Mark explained (gar; cf. 1:16), for the benefit of his Gentile readers who lived outside Palestine, the common Jewish practice of ceremonial washing.

 [4] And when they come from the market, except they wash, they eat not. And many other things there be, which they have received to hold, as the washing of cups, and pots, brasen vessels, and of tables.

7:4.  Washing the hands removed partial ceremonial impurity picked up in the marketplace; hands were apparently immersed up to the wrist or purified by having water poured over them from a pure vessel. The Pharisees also had rules about immersing vessels to remove impurity.

We know that the Jews placed great importance on this as is shown by the fact that an entire division of the Mishnah (Tohoroth, "cleannesses") is devoted to this subject.

About A.D. 200 it was written down in the Mishnah, but in Jesus day it was still in oral form. Its purpose was to regulate a mans life completely. If the law was silent or vague about a particular subject, one could be sure that the tradition would be vocal and explicit. The tradition, created and promulgated by the great rabbis, was passed on from one generation to the next and was considered binding.

These interpretations, designed to regulate every aspect of Jewish life, were considered as binding as the written Law and were passed on to each generation by faithful Law teachers (scribes). Later, in the third century A.D., the oral tradition was collected and codified in the Mishnah which, in turn, provided the foundation for and structure of the Talmud.

The most common ritual cleansing was the washing of one’s hands with a handful of water, a formal practice required before eating food (cf. TDNT, s.v. “katharos,” 3:418-24). This was especially important after a trip to the marketplace where a Jew would likely come in contact with an “unclean” Gentile or such things as money or utensils.

The comment that the Jews observed many other traditions, some of which Mark named, indicates that the issue under discussion involved the whole detailed question of ritual cleansing.

For a loyal Jew, to disregard these regulations was a sin; to follow them was the essence of goodness and service to God.

 [5] Then the Pharisees and scribes asked him, Why walk not thy disciples according to the tradition of the elders, but eat bread with unwashen hands?

7:5.  The Pharisees held their traditions in high regard; unwilling to innovate more than necessary, they grounded everything they could in the teachings of their predecessors.

7:5. The religious leaders directed their critical inquiry to Jesus who, as the disciples’ Teacher, was held responsible for their conduct (cf. 2:18, 24).

The rules became the center and focus of attention, not God.

A religionist teaches tradition as God’s commandment.

The Jewish leaders thought that the disciples’ failure to observe ritual washing was a symptom of a deeper problem. Their concern was that the disciples, and Jesus, did not live according to the tradition of the elders 
(cf. 7:3).

The Jews called tradition “the fence of the Law.” It was not the Law that protected the tradition, but the tradition that protected the Law!

Whenever the Jews practiced these washings, they declared that they were “special” and that other people were “unclean”! If a Jew went to the marketplace to buy food, he might be “defiled” by a Gentile or (God forbid!) a Samaritan. This tradition had begun centuries before to remind the Jews that they were God’s elect people and therefore had to keep themselves separated. However, a good reminder had gradually degenerated into an empty ritual, and the result was pride and religious isolation.


“Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ” (Col. 2:8).

“Not giving heed to Jewish fables, and commandments of men, that turn from the truth” (Titus 1:14; cp. John 17:17).

B. JESUS’ RESPONSE AND COUNTERCHARGE TO HIS CRITICS (7:6-13)

In reply Jesus made no reference to His disciples’ conduct. Rather He addressed two issues underlying the inquiry: (a) the true source of religious authority—tradition or Scripture (Mark 7:6-13), and (b) the true nature of defilement—ceremonial and moral (vv. 14-23).

Tradition can be hypocritical honor (v.6)

 [6] He answered and said unto them, Well hath Esaias prophesied of you hypocrites, as it is written, This people honoureth me with their lips, but their heart is far from me. 
Tradition can be empty, worthless worship (v.7).

[7] Howbeit in vain do they worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men. 
Tradition can be man-made commandments (v.8).

[8] For laying aside the commandment of God, ye hold the tradition of men, as the washing of pots and cups: and many other such like things ye do.

7:6-8.  Jesus quotes a prophecy of Isaiah decreed against the Israel of Isaiah’s day (Isaiah 29:13), which had been religious in form but not close to God in heart (Isaiah 1:10-20).

7:6-8. Jesus quoted Isaiah 29:13 (almost verbatim from the LXX) and applied Isaiah’s description of his contemporaries to His questioners whom He called hypocrites (occurring only here in Mark).

They were “hypocrites” because they made an outward profession of worshiping God but gave Him no genuine worship from their hearts

hypocrites, “playactors,” whose religious worship was practiced in vain.

Their worship (a pious act) of God was in vain (matēn, “futile”) because like the Jews of Isaiah’s day they were teaching the rules of men as authoritative (divine) teachings.

Consequently Jesus charged them with abandoning the commands of God, His Law, and instead adhering to the traditions of men. He redefined their oral tradition (cf. 7:3, 5), emphasizing its human origin (cf. vv. 9, 13), and He straightforwardly rejected its authority.


Tradition can be kept before the commandments of God (v.9-12).

 [9] And he said unto them, Full well ye reject the commandment of God, that ye may keep your own tradition.
7:9. Jesus restated His charge that the religious leaders were clever at sidestepping God’s Law in order to observe their own traditions (cf. v. 8). He supported this verdict by citing a striking illustration (vv. 10-12) which exposed their sin.

So the conflict was not only between God’s truth and man’s tradition, but also between two divergent views of sin and holiness. This confrontation was no incidental skirmish; it got to the very heart of true religious faith.

8-9 Here Jesus contrasts the "commands of God" with the "traditions of men" (v. 8).

 [10] For Moses said, Honour thy father and thy mother; and, Whoso curseth father or mother, let him die the death:
7:10. Moses clearly set forth the divine command (cf. v. 13) regarding a person’s duty toward his parents. He stated it positively (Ex. 20:12, LXX, the fifth commandment; cf. Deut. 5:16) and negatively (Ex. 21:17, LXX; cf. Lev. 20:9). Such responsibility included adequate financial support and practical care for their needs in their old age (cf. 1 Tim. 5:4, 8). A person who treated his parents with contempt would face the death penalty.


“Scripture says, ‘Honor thy father and mother.’ But your tradition says that once a person vows to give a gift to the temple, he can never back out of the vow, even if he later needs the gift to take care of his parents.”

Once He had exposed their hypocrisy, Jesus then turned to the Law of Moses and indicted them for breaking the fifth commandment. They had an ingenious way of breaking the Law and not feeling guilty. Instead of using their wealth to support their parents, the Pharisees dedicated that wealth to God (“Corban” = “an offering, a gift”; see Num. 30) and claimed that the wealth could now be used only for “spiritual purposes.” However, they continued to get the benefit of that wealth, even though it technically belonged to God. These men claimed to love God, but they had no love for their parents!

 [11] But ye say, If a man shall say to his father or mother, It is Corban, that is to say, a gift, by whatsoever thou mightest be profited by me; he shall be free. [12] And ye suffer him no more to do ought for his father or his mother; 
7:11-12. Jesus quoted a scribal tradition that sidestepped the divine command. The words, But you say, are emphatic, showing the contrast with Moses’ words (v. 10). In their “tradition” it was possible for a person to declare all his possessions to be Corban and thereby absolve himself from the fifth commandment. “Corban” is the Greek (and Eng.) transliteration of a Hebrew term used to refer to a gift devoted to God. It was a dedicatory formula pronounced over money and property donated to the temple and its service by an inviolable vow. Such gifts could only be used for religious purposes. If a son declared that the resources needed to support his aging parents were “Corban” then, according to scribal tradition, he was exempt from this command of God, and his parents were legally excluded from any claim on him. The scribes emphasized that his vow was unalterable (cf. Num. 30) and held priority over his family responsibilities. So they no longer let him do anything for his parents.
(7:11) Corban: a gift dedicated to God. When a person gave a gift or left an estate to God, he simply pronounced the words, “My goods are corban.” It was an official statement that was legally binding. Once the statement was made, the goods belonged to the temple. The problem arose when the religious leaders went too far in encouraging such gifts and estates. They tried to secure the vow even from those who had parents or family members that needed help. In such cases, a person was evading the most basic duty: caring for his family members (cp. Exodus 20:12; Exodus 21:17).

Note the tragic sequence: teaching their doctrines as God’s Word (Mark 7:7); laying aside God’s Word (Mark 7:8); rejecting God’s Word (Mark 7:9); finally, robbing God’s Word of its power (Mark 7:13).

The Mishna, a collection of Jewish traditions in the Talmud, records, “It is a greater offense to teach anything contrary to the voice of the Rabbis than to contradict Scripture itself.”

Tradition can make the Word of God ineffective (v.13).

[13] Making the word of God of none effect through your tradition, which ye have delivered: and many such like things do ye. 

7:13. By their tradition they nullified the Word of God. Nullify translates akyrountes, from akyroō, used in the papyri for annulling contracts. To sanction religious donations at the expense of violating God’s command regarding one’s duty to parents was to set human tradition above God’s Word. The “Corban” vow was only one example of many other things like it (e.g., restrictive Sabbath rules; cf. 2:23-3:5) where scribal tradition distorted and obscured the Old Testament.

7:9-13.  Many Jewish teachers regarded the commandment to honor father and mother as the most important in the law. Jewish interpreters included in this commandment providing for one’s parents when they were old. At the same time, tradition allowed that various items could be sacrificed or dedicated to the use of God’s temple. (“Corban” appears on sacrificial vessels and means “consecrated to God”; in popular usage, it could also mean “forbidden to so-and-so.”) One school of Jewish teachers in Jesus’ day declared that a vow that something was consecrated and forbidden to others applied even to family members, even if those to whom it was forbidden included them only accidentally.

Some apparently religious people had been using this practice to withhold what should have otherwise gone to the support of their parents—against Pharisaic belief that one should support one’s parents. Jesus attacks here not the Pharisees’ religious theory but their inconsistency with that theory in practice: their love for the law had led them (like some modern Christians) to such attention to its legal details that it created loopholes for them to violate the spirit of the law.
(7:13) Making of none effect (akurountes PWS: 2677): to make void, ineffective; to annul; to deprive of authority and power; to invalidate.

C. JESUS’ EXPLANATION OF REAL DEFILEMENT (7:14-23)

At this point Jesus gave a more direct reply to the defilement question (cf. Mark 7:5).

He addressed the crowd first (vv. 14-15) and gave a general principle applicable to everyone. Then He explained the principle to His disciples privately (vv. 17-23).

    [14] And when he had called all the people unto him, he said unto them, Hearken unto me every one of you, and understand: [15] There is nothing from without a man, that entering into him can defile him: but the things which come out of him, those are they that defile the man. [16] If any man have ears to hear, let him hear.
A person is not defiled morally by what he eats even if his hands are not ceremonially washed.

A person is defiled morally by what he thinks in his heart even though he may scrupulously observe outward purity rituals. So Jesus contradicted the Rabbinic view by stating that sin proceeds from within and not from without (cf. Jer. 17:9-10). He also demonstrated the true spiritual intent of the laws regarding clean and unclean food in the Mosaic Law (cf. Lev. 11; Deut. 14). A Jew who ate “unclean” food was defiled not by the food, but by His disobeying God’s command.

Explanation 1: the thing that enters the body does not defile (v.18-19).

 [17] And when he was entered into the house from the people, his disciples asked him concerning the parable. [18] And he saith unto them, Are ye so without understanding also? Do ye not perceive, that whatsoever thing from without entereth into the man, it cannot defile him; [19] Because it entereth not into his heart, but into the belly, and goeth out into the draught, purging all meats? 

Jesus amplified the negative truth that nothing from the outside of a person can defile him morally (cf. v. 15a). The reason is that food (or any other item) does not enter his heart, the control center of the human personality, and thereby affect his moral nature. Rather, it enters his stomach (a nonmoral agent).

He simply pointed out that Jesus declared all foods “clean” for Christians. The early church was slow to grasp this truth (cf. Acts 10:15).
Explanation 2: the thing that comes out from the heart does defile (v.20-22).

[20] And he said, That which cometh out of the man, that defileth the man. [21] For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, [22] Thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lasciviousness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness: 
Explanation 3: the source of evil is the heart (v.23).

[23] All these evil things come from within, and defile the man. 

7:20-23  (Vice lists were also a common teaching technique of ancient moralists.)

The general term translated evil thoughts precedes the verb in the Greek text and is viewed as the root of various evils which follow. Evil thoughts generated in a heart unite with one’s will to produce evil words and actions.

The catalog of evil Jesus gave has a strong Old Testament flavor and consists of 12 
items. First, there are six plural nouns (in Gr.) depicting wicked acts viewed 
individually: sexual immorality (, “illicit sexual activities of various 
kinds”); theft (); murder (); adultery (, illicit sexual 
relations by a married person); greed (, “covetings”), insatiable cravings 
for what belongs to another; malice (, “wickednesses”), the many ways evil 
thoughts express themselves. 

Second, there are six singular nouns depicting evil dispositions: deceit (), 
cunning maneuvers designed to ensnare someone for one’s personal advantage; 
lewdness (; cf. Rom. 13:13; Gal. 5:19; Eph. 4:19; 2 Peter 2:2, 7), 
unrestrained and unconcealed immoral behavior; envy ( , lit., “an 
evil eye,” a Heb. expression for stinginess; cf. Prov. 23:6), a begrudging, jealous attitude 
toward the possessions of others; slander (), injurious or defaming speech 
against God or man; arrogance (, used only here in the NT), 
boastfully exalting oneself above others who are viewed with scornful contempt; and 
folly (), moral and spiritual insensitivity. 

All these evils defile a person, and have their source from inside, from one’s heart. 
So Jesus took the focus of attention away from external rituals and placed it on the need 
for God to cleanse one’s evil heart (cf. Ps. 51). 

But they would not have agreed with Jesus that most of themselves were more concerned about legal details than ethics
Conclusion:
Man is not made unclean by things; he is unclean because of his polluted heart. It is he himself who takes things and does unclean things with them

Jesus revealed the problem so clearly in this passage. Note the progress of sin within man. (1) It begins in human nature: “within, out of the heart.” (2) It develops in the human mind: in “evil thoughts.” (3) It is expressed in human acts: “adulteries, fornications....”

They realized that He was breaking down one of the “walls” that separated the Jews from the Gentiles.

Moses made it clear in Deuteronomy that God wanted love and obedience to come from the heart, and not be merely outward obedience to rules (note Deut. 6:4-5; 10:12; 30:6, 20).

In fact, Acts 10:14 suggests that Peter kept a kosher household for years even after he had heard this truth. It is not easy to change our religious traditions.

Man’s traditions



God’s truth
Outward forms—bondage


Inward faith—liberty

Trifling rules




Fundamental principles

Outward piety



True inward holiness

Neglect, replace the Word


Exalts the Word of God

PAGE  
8

