
  

        MARK 7:1-23  
Opening illustration: When I was growing up I knew my mom and my dad 
argued… but I thought it was extremely rare. They might be amazed by this, but I 
only had a few memories of REAL arguments. Specifically though, I remember one 
where my dad spoke for the longest time to my mother in front of me. It will be in 
my mind for the rest of my life… it impacted me because I just never saw it like 
that before.  

§ Now that I’m older I realize they argue a lot more- apparently they tried to 
never argue Infront of me when I was in their house- not that I’m out It’s 
apparently open season...  

 
I say that to emphasize our text today- In Mark 7:1-23 we have the longest conflict 
speech in the life of Jesus…   
 
Now right away, your going to be tempted to think…  

§ “This is a story about some guys not washing their hands before they eat and 
then arguing over different types of foods to eat…” 

 
My prayer is that Jesus’s longest conflict speech will stand out in your mind for 
the rest of your life.  
 
Today my title for this passage is: 

Hand washing stations vs. heart surgery 
 
Recently people have been panicing over a virus that they are nervous to get…  

§ You see hand washing stations everywhere, cleaning wipes, and signs on 
every door to remind you…  

§ Whereas 8 months ago hand washing was a take it or leave activity for many. 
 
In Mark 7 what’s at stake is far worse then Covid-19.  
 



  

 
What’s at stake here is actually a matter of eternal importance.  

§ The larger issue here is not how to wash your hands…it’s really about how 
one may be made right before a holy God.  

 
The world is divided into 3 categories concerning that issue: Religious, 
Irreligious, and Christians. 
 
Each of these have a view on how to approach God: 

1. Irreligious: I’ll ignore this God. 
2. Religious: I’ll perform before this God. 
3. Christians: I’ll be presented in Jesus Christ to this God. 

 
Each position is full of motives: 
Irreligion is motivated by pride  
• “I don’t need a God…essentially saying, I’ll save myself” 

 
Religion is motivated by fear, guilt, and shame. 
• “I need to work for this God… essentially saying, I’ll save myself”  

 
The Gospel is motivated by grace. 
•  “Jesus did all the work. He saves me.” 

 

Most people are comfortable with religion b/c their eternity rests in their own efforts. 
 
They get a little jumpy with the Gospel b/c their eternity rests in the efforts of another. 

 

We will be accepted by Christ alone or not accepted at all. 
 
Transition: In our text we see the Religious crowd on full display…  
Þ They believed, according to the Mishnah, that their traditions build fences to 

protect God’s word… God’s law…  
 
So they created a lot of those “fences”…  

§ BTW… we do to… so don’t be too hard on them…  
 
I’m sure when this first started they had good intentions… but somewhere along 



  

the way it got a little crazy… 
For example: in an effort to protect the Sabbath from being broken through 
inadvertent labor, the devout were given an amazing list of fences...  

§ They said looking in the mirror was forbidden, because if you looked into the 
mirror on the Sabbath day and saw a gray hair, you might be tempted to pull 
it out and thus perform work on the Sabbath.  

§ You also could not wear your false teeth; if they fell out, you would have to 
pick them up and you would be working.  

§ In regard to carrying something, you could not even carry a handkerchief on 
the Sabbath, but you could wear a handkerchief.  
o SOOO…. That meant if you were upstairs and wanted to take the 

handkerchief downstairs, you would have to tie it around your neck, 
walk downstairs, and untie it. Then you could blow your nose 
downstairs! 

§ The rabbis debated about a man with a wooden leg: if his home caught on 
fire, could he carry his wooden leg out of the house on the Sabbath?  

§ One could spit on the Sabbath, but you had to be careful where. If it landed 
on the dirt and you scuffed it with your sandal, you would be cultivating the 
soil and thus performing work. 

 
And the list goes on and on…. 
o The Sabbath was just one of these concerns… one of the many they made 

fences for.  
o One of the Mishnah’s greatest concerns though was “cleanliness.”  

 
Look at this concern in our text: 
Mark 7:1-4 “Then came together unto him the Pharisees, and certain of the 
scribes, which came from Jerusalem.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. 4 And when they come from the market, except they wash, 
they eat not...” 
 
The fences that were created for this actually started in Exodus 30 and 40- 
referring to priests washing their hands.  
o This was ONLY a requirement for the priests… but they thought everyone 



  

should want to be “clean” before God, so 200 years before Mark 7, it was 
made a requirement.  

 
In their eyes, You were unclean if… 
Þ Touch a dead animal or human 
Þ You had a Rash, sores 
Þ Ate meat from an animal that was unclean 
Þ Contact w/ mold, blood  
Þ One case in the Mishna it covers “what to do if an unclean insect gets into your 

oven?” 
 

You can Quickly see how ridiculous this could get.  
§ If Ashlea (my wife) touched a spider and forgot to ceremonially wash 

her hands, she would be unclean…  
§ then sat on our couch… The couch would then be declared unclean.. 
§ And then I sit on the couch… I would be unclean… 

 
Now you all may say… Some of those things don’t sound like a bad idea to clean 
your hands after touching… and yes… your right 

§ The difference is they are not referring to simply hygiene… but rather 
holiness.  

 

Application #1: Don’t equate religious rules with God’s Word.  

Jesus completely rejected any authority in the oral law. The Mishna  
 
Revelation 21:18-19 tells us to not “add to or take away from the bible.”  

§ Now, it’s technically referring to the book of Revelation… but it’s a good rule 
of thumb… 

§ The Pharisees didn’t follow this. And as a result they enslaved people. 
 

If you add to the Bible, you enslave people. 
 
 



  

 
 
Application #2: Don’t make your fences requirements for others. 

 
With good intentions they would build a fence around God’s Word to keep 
the law from being broken. 

 
They erred when they elevated their personal rules to the level of God’s Word. 

 
Your rules may be wise actions for you – but be careful that you don’t require 
those things for other people. 
 
Example:  

§ Discipling kids – The Principle: Train them in the instruction of the Lord 
Þ Don’t insist on a particular form of school. (homeschool, public, or 

private Christian school) 
Þ It may be good and wise for you, but don’t confuse fences with 

commands. 
  

§ Marriage – The Principle: Ephesians 5 – Don’t comitte adultery- there’s no 
debate to it 
 

You shall not commit adultery  
Þ Let me lay this out…  

1. A necessary implication is you cannot have a sexual relationship outside of 
your marriage. 

 
2. A probable implication is you ought to be very careful of strong 

bonding friendships with a person who is not your spouse. 
 
3. A possible implication is you ought not travel regularly to conventions or other 

places with a person who is not your spouse. 
 
4. An improbable conclusion is you should not at any time have lunch with 

someone who is not your spouse. 
 
5. An impossible implication is you ought not have dinner with another 



  

couple because you are at the same table with a person who is not your 
spouse. 

 
You see my point… Don’t make your fences requirements for others….  
 
Þ Maybe its Dress – and the Principle is Modesty, and you 

think “Women can’t wear pants” or that Sunday is 

mandatory tie day….” 

Þ Maybe its Food or drink – and the Principle is Self-

control... 

o But have a Problem with ice cream, so you make a 

rule that it can’t be brought home… because youll 

eat it.  

Make some rules, just don’t make them for others. 

Religious people want to control others.  

Þ These people are hyper critical and often very hurtful.  

Þ They are Convinced they are following the Bible. 

Þ They can’t handle grey areas. (They have to throw up 

some rules.) 

In verses 6 Jesus calls these people hypocrites.  
 
Some people say, “I don’t go to church b/c of hypocrites.” 



  

 
That’s Like saying “I’m not going to the Gym b/c of overweight people.” 
 

 
Jesus view of hypocrites is a lot different than yours.  
• When we think of hypocrites, we think of a person that is one way on 

Sunday and a different way on Monday.  
• The people he called hypocrites were the same every day of the week. 

 
Look how He says it in vs. 6 “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.” 
 
Vs. 7-8 he says, you’re leaving the commandments of God and holding to the 
traditions of men… 
 
And then he says in vs. 9 “Full well ye reject the commandment of God, that ye 
may keep your own tradition." or as the ESV says, “You have a fine way of 
rejecting the commandment of God in order to establish your tradition!” 

 
Then he proves it in vs 10-13. (Let’s read through it and then back up and walk through it) 
“For Moses said, Honour thy father and thy mother; and, Whoso curseth father or 
mother, let him die the death: 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; 13 Making the word of God of none effect through your tradition, 
which ye have delivered: and many such like things do ye.” 
 
Þ In vs. 10 He’s opening up the OT to the first 5 books of Moses that we call 

the law.  
Þ He clearly shows them that God calls children to honor and respect their 

parents (Exodus 20:12; Deut 5:16; Exodus 21:17; Lev. 20:9). 
Þ However, vs. 11-12, the Pharisees created a theological loophole that 

allowed them to circumvent the clear command of God.  
Þ They simply declared what they would have given to their parents “Corban.” 

 
“Corban” is a Hebrew term that means you are declaring something to God.  
 



  

Example: Instead of giving his house to his parents, he could would call 
“Corban” and that would release him from having to offer it to his parents in a 
time of need. 

It would be like  
Þ your mom calling and asking “Could we come over to your house”…. 

“Corban… sorry mom that’s devoted to the Lord.” 
Þ Or your like you friend asking, “Could we borrow the car”…”corban… sorry 

bro that’s devoted to Jesus!” 
Þ Mother-in-law coming in town…”Corban…there’s a Hotel down the road…” 

 
Jesus ends by saying in vs. 13: “You do many things like this.” 
 
 
Application #3: Don’t allow tradition to keep you from obeying the Word. 
 
I’m not a Roman Catholic b/c of this.  
Þ They equate tradition on the same level as Scripture. 
Þ The Reformation out of the catholic church was all about the fact that 

“Tradition must BOW to the Word.” 

 

Warren Wiersbe says, “we must constantly beware lest tradition take the 
place of truth. It does us good to examine our church traditions in the light of 
God’s Word and to be courageous enough to make changes”  

 
Here’s the question:  
Are you a text- driven or tradition-driven Christian? The difference is crucial. 
Are you Chasing fences or chasing the WORD? 
 
Vs. 14–23 Jesus says, “while we are on the topic of all these man-made 
traditions…let me address a god-given command–certain foods are clean and 
unclean.” 
 
Let’s read this: (ESV) “14 And he called the people to him again and said to 
them, “Hear me, all of you, and understand: 15 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.”[e] 17 And when he had entered the house and left the people, his 
disciples asked him about the parable. 18 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, 19 since it enters not his heart but his stomach, and is 
expelled?”  (Thus he declared all foods clean.) 20 And he said, “What comes out of a 
person is what defiles him. 21 For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil 
thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22 coveting, wickedness, 
deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. 23 All these evil things come 
from within, and they defile a person.” 
 
In this section Jesus brings up the dietary laws for the Jews that made them 
distinct people. 
 
Jesus wasn’t saying, “these laws are outdates, no reasons to worry about them 
anymore…”  
Þ No! He wasn’t changing the law or adding to it. He was showing how he 

fulfilled it. 
 
Application #4: Rules were a shadow to a reality 
 
Have you ever read the first five books of the Bible and think “why are all these  
doves and lambs being killed? what’s up here?” 
 
Now, do keep this in mind: All this religious washing had a good intent: to remind 
people they were dirty before God. 
Þ Jeremiah 2:22 says “You can try to wash away your guilt with a strong 

detergent. You can use as much soap as you want. But the stain of your guilt 
is still there for me to see," says the Lord GOD.” 

 
Here’s the point:  
These rules were not made to last forever. They were made to last “for Jesus.” 
 
If you try to clean yourself from the outside-in, but only Jesus can work 
from the inside out…  



  

 
 
 
 

4 things to take home with you. 
 
Take-Home #1: This STORY means you should wash your hands and 
remember that only Jesus can wash your heart. 

 
Trying to obey the law to gains God favor is like a man dying from heart failure 
trying to wash his hands to make himself better… 
Þ It doesn’t go together!  

 
In this passage Jesus clarifies the difference between hand washing stations and 
heart surgery… Only one will get the job done! 
 

Take-Home #2: Not all tradition is bad 
 
There are some benefits of tradition.  
Þ One man said it well, “Tradition is the living faith of the dead; 

traditionalism is the dead faith of the living.” 
 

Take-Home #3: God Doesn’t want clean hands…he wants clean hearts. 
 
You can do the right things with no affection for God. 
 
You could say no to sin  
Þ because… it will look bad 
Þ because … I’ll regret it in the morning 
Þ because… someone may find out, excluded from certain circles 
Þ because of the consequences. 

 
Hear me: God’s not after your behavior modification… he wants your heart 
Þ They thought God wanted clean hands. He could care less. 
Þ You’re not defiled b/c you didn’t wash your hands you’re unclean b/c of your 

heart… 



  

Take-Home #4: You’re worse than the Pharisees would lead you to believe. 
 
Pharisee looks for merit on the basis of the rules.. The Law says you’re 
busted!  
 
Romans 3:9 “Now we know that what things soever the law saith, it 
saith to them who are under the law: that every mouth may be 
stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God.” 

 

If you’re looking for how you’re doing with the law… there it is…Guilty 

Tomorrow you could wake up and beat yourself up over and over 
again to make sure you obey every law… and then go and check at the 
end of the day how you did… you’ll find the same thing… guilty.  
 

You don’t have to beat yourself up…Jesus was beat up for you. 

Romans 3: 23 “For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of 
God”… but then is says we can be “justified freely by his grace through 
the redemption that is in Christ Jesus: Whom God hath set forth to be 
a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness 
for the remission of sins…” 

 

Stop trying to clean your hands, first 
you must have Jesus change your 
heart!  


