
TRADITION AND HEART

Mark 7:1-23

Key Verse 7:8

“You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on 

 to the traditions of men."


In today’s passage Jesus collides with the Pharisees and the teachers of the law from Jerusalem. This collision with the Pharisees and the teachers of the law marks the end of Jesus’ Galilean ministry. Afterward this, Jesus made an excursion to the Gentile territory toward the north before heading south toward Jerusalem where he would die on the cross for the sin of the world. The Pharisees and the teachers of the law criticized Jesus’ disciples for not washing their hands before eating. According to them, the disciples were guilty of two things: not keeping the traditions of the elders and making themselves unclean. Jesus defended his disciples against their accusations in two ways. He teaches us that we must obey the Bible rather than the traditions. He also teaches us that we must be clean inwardly in order to be truly clean before God. 
First, the Pharisees’ tradition of handwashing. (1-5) Look at verse 1, “The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem gathered around Jesus...” Note that these religious leaders came from Jerusalem all the way to Galilee. Why did they make this long trip to Galilee? We have studied in Mark’s gospel that so many people were following and crowding wherever Jesus went. Especially after the fieldwork of Jesus’ disciples, Jesus’ name became well known. Even King Herod was haunted by Jesus’ name. The Jewish religious leaders in Jerusalem must have heard of Jesus’ name. They dispatched the Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law to Galilee in order to check up on Jesus. We can imagine with what kind of motives they came to Jesus. People came to Jesus with various reasons. Many came to Jesus by faith to seek his mercy and healing such as a man with leprosy, four friends of the paralytic, Jairus and a bleeding woman. But not everybody came to Jesus by faith. When Jesus went to his hometown, his hometown people rejected Jesus, seeing him based on his humble human upbringing as a son of a carpenter. This distinguished delegation from Jerusalem did not come to Jesus with a pure motive, either. They did not come to Jesus in order to find who he truly was. They did not come to Jesus by faith to seek his mercy and healing. They came to find something, even small things, with which to judge Jesus, oppose and discredit him. 

Look at verse 2. “…and saw some of his disciples eating food with hands that were ‘unclean,’ that is, unwashed.” The prime object of their investigation was Jesus himself. So the Pharisees from Jerusalem carefully must have watched Jesus to find something with which they could accuse him. They looked and looked at Jesus but they could not find any fault in him. Our Lord Jesus is the Sinless Son of God. Jesus, though he walked on earth just like us, was without sin. He was holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. (Hebrews 7:26) John who witnessed Jesus’ last three years of life on earth testified in John 1:14, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” We envy John who beheld Jesus with his own eyes and saw his glory, the glory of the One and Only Son of God. The Pharisees and some teachers of the law had the privilege of seeing Jesus with their own eyes but failed to see his glory. 

Then they turned their watchful eyes to his disciples. Later Jesus’ disciples grew to be holy saints, emulating the likeness of Jesus. But at that time, they were still immature in their spiritual conditions and undisciplined in their conducts. Their faults and weaknesses were abundantly laid bare for the whole world to see. The Pharisees saw that some of Jesus’ disciples began to eat food without washing their hands. Oh-oh! Jesus’ disciples had often been hungry and did not have a regular time to eat. So whenever the opportune time came for them to eat, they lost no time. After a short prayer, they enjoyed their meals without paying attention to proper table manners, making lots of noise and spilling food here and there. When Jesus fed the five thousand with five loaves and two fish, Jesus distributed the bread and fish to them through his disciples. We did not find any record that the disciples washed their hands before distributing the food to the people. Still, the people all ate and were satisfied. Nobody complained that the disciples gave them food with their unwashed hands. 

But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law were different. Look at verses 3,4. “(The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders. When they come from the marketplace they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles.)” A few studies proved that hand washing with plain water failed to remove bad germs from people. Here is what experts recommend us to do: One should rub wet, soapy hands together, including under fingernails, for at least 20 seconds, before rinsing thoroughly and then drying with a clean or disposable towel. After drying, a dry paper towel should be used to turn off the water and open the exit door.

In light of this thorough recommendation, the Pharisee’s handwashing ceremony was very superficial. They poured a half cup of water over their hands. That’s it. It was not for hygiene but for ceremonial cleansing, cleansing themselves from any possible contamination from contacting unclean people such as the Gentiles or unclean objects in the marketplace. By performing this ceremony in a ritualistic way, the Pharisees claimed to be clean, righteous and holy, at least holier than others. This tradition was strongly ingrained in the Jewish psyche. For example, once one rabbi was imprisoned by the Romans for an offense. The warden gave the rabbi bread and drinking water. But the rabbi used his drinking water to wash his hands before eating. He was not hungry because he ate his bread, but he almost died of thirst! 


Look at verse 5. “So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, ‘Why don't your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with 'unclean' hands?’” When the Pharisees from Jerusalem saw that some of Jesus’ disciples were eating with unwashed hands, they condemned Jesus’ disciples as unclean, sub-human beings and violators of the traditions of the elders. Once again the disciples were in big trouble and did not know how to defend themselves against the Pharisees’ sharp criticism. 
Second, “You have let go of the commands of God” (6-13). Look at verses 6-8. “He replied, ‘Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written: ‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.’ You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men.’" Jesus called the Pharisees hypocrites. The Pharisees, pretended that they were righteous before God because they kept all the tradition of the elders and condemned those who did not. But Jesus saw that their hearts were full of evil intent. They came to accuse Jesus. Most of all, Jesus lamented that they let go of the commands of God in order to hold on to the traditions of men. In order to prove his point, he quoted an example. Look at verses 9-13. Here anything dedicated to the temple by pronouncing the word 'Corban' belonged to the temple, but only ideally. Actually it might remain in the possession of him who made the vow. So a son might be justified in not providing for his old parents simply because he designated his property as a gift to the temple, that is, as 'Corban.' There was no necessity of fulfilling his vow, yet he was actually prohibited from ever using his property to help his parents. Jesus taught that proclaiming something as Corban as an excuse for refusing to help one's needy parents was a violation of the fifth Commandment, which says, “Honor your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the LORD your God is giving you.” Paul said that this is the first commandment with a promise. (Ephesians 6:2b) We should honor God as God and the word of God as the word of God from our hearts.

J.I. Packer, an eminent theologian, identified three sources of spiritual authority: the traditions of the church, the individual and the Bible. Like the Pharisees, some people make ecclesiastical tradition and consensus their authoritative guides. They may not be willing to tolerate people with different opinions. For example, when we sing in the church, is it OK to sing with a guitar and on drum beats, projecting lyrics upon a screen? I believe that it is OK as long as we worship God and praise him from our hearts. How about wearing neckties and suits for the worship service? As long as you wear clean clothes and shoes, it is OK. Those who have seen “Fiddler on the roof” will remember how Tevye, the main character, opens it with the song, “Tradition! Tradition!” The whole Jewish community was built upon and governed by the long-standing traditions of the past. But the movie shows how these traditions were challenged by the ever-changing times and how Tevye coped with the challenges with a tender and open heart. Especially his three daughters broke the tradition: the first one wants to marry a poor tailor; the second one wants to marry a young man, a political activist who fights against the Russian government and the third one wants to marry a Russian, a Gentile. Instead of condemning his three daughters, he loves them to the end and tries to understand them. He loved God and loved others as himself, keeping the greatest commands of God. 

Of course, not all traditions are bad. There are good traditions and bad traditions. Still, traditions cannot be rigid and final authority for us. This does not mean that we should be anti-traditionalists, whose passion is to break away from any form of tradition. These people consider their own ideas as decisive authority, whether they may differ from the Bible or the traditions. As Christians, we must accept the Bible our final authority. We must go back to the Bible and see whether the traditions and our own ideas are in agreement with the Bible. The Bereans are a good example to follow. Acts 17:11 says, “Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” Instead of asking, “What does the traditions of this time say about this?” or “What do I say about this?” we should ask ourselves, “What does the Bible say about this?” 
Third, have a clean heart (14-23). After defending his disciples from the accusation of hypocritical and traditional Pharisees, Jesus turned his attention to the crowd who were still wondering whether Jesus’ disciples were unclean or not.  Jesus taught them how a person can be truly clean before God. Look at verses 14-15. “Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, ‘Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. Nothing outside a man can make him ‘unclean’ by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of a man that makes him ‘unclean.’”  


Look at verses 17-19. “After he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about this parable. ‘Are you so dull?’ he asked. ‘Don't you see that nothing that enters a man from the outside can make him “unclean”? For it doesn't go into his heart but into his stomach, and then out of his body.’ (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods ‘clean.’)” Here Jesus is telling the truth that all foods are clean. Food never goes into the heart. It is right that food goes into our stomach and then passes out of our bodies. Therefore, even if his disciples ate with unwashed hands, that did not make them unclean. This teaching was one of the most revolutionary teachings of Jesus. 

Look at verse 20. “He went on: ‘What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean.’ For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. All these evils come from inside and make a man ‘unclean.”’ Based on Jesus’ teaching, the Pharisees and the teachers of the law were unclean because they had evil thoughts, malice, envy, slander, arrogance and folly in their hearts when they accused Jesus and his disciples. Here Jesus is speaking of the heart problem. Simply speaking, if our hearts are corrupt, we cannot be happy and we cannot be right with God. But if our hearts are cleansed by the precious blood of Jesus and we are right with God, we are happy indeed. 

These days young people live according to the peer pressure of their youth culture. They claim to be independent but end up conforming to the trends of this world, living individualistic, materialistic and hedonistic lives. Then how can we keep our hearts clean and pure before God? Psalms 119:9 says, “How can a young man keep his way pure? By living according to your word.” We must live according to the word of God. We must study the Bible and pray everyday. 
We must join a Christian fellowship. 2 Timothy 2:22 says, “Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, along with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart.” We are social beings. Christians should join Christian fellowships and encourage one another to live clean, pure and godly lives. 
Most of all, we must think and live before all-knowing God. We must pray like the Psalmist, “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer.” (Psalms 19:14) We must pray like King David, “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.” (Psalms 51:10)  
Today Jesus taught us that we must live according to the word of God, instead of following the trends of this world blindly. Jesus also taught us that we must be clean inwardly in order to be truly clean before God. There is a commercial about a soap which says, "You are not fully clean, unless Zest fully cleans.” We can say as Christians, “You are not fully clean, unless Jesus fully cleans.” We must come to Jesus and be washed by his precious blood everyday and keep his words of life in our hearts and have fellowship together with those who seek God with a sincere heart.
