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6 He replied, ‘Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is 
written: 

‘“These people honour me with their lips, 
    but their hearts are far from me. 
7 They worship me in vain; 
    their teachings are merely human rules.” 
 
 As I was preparing my sermon I was reflecting that we have become very used 

to washing 
our hands at the moment. Just over 12 months ago we were encouraged to wash 

our hands 
for about 20-30 seconds whilst singing Happy Birthday or reciting the Lord’s 

Prayer. Then we 
were encouraged to wash our hands if we had been in contact with shopping, 

been to the    
supermarket, received our post been near anyone, walk into any building – just 

look at the 
number of hand sanitizing  points in our church. Washing has become a ritual that          
we all have to adhere to – in order to keep us safe. Not only do we have lots of 

hand  
sanitizers but we are encouraged to clean every touch point –to minimize the risk 
of infection. From door handles to shopping trolleys. But what started as washing 
our hands has now progressed to keeping our space, covering our face, not 
mixing indoors with other households and working from home, to turning away 
from people if you passed them in the street, to not resting on a park bench or 
having an outdoor coffee with a friend etc etc. 
What started off quite small – has become quite a significant party of our lives. At 
what point do we consider someone to be ritually impure or unclean? If they 
have stepped too close to us. If they are not wearing a mask. If they have 
travelled too far….. 

 
In the Old Testament there was much discussion and debate amongst the Jewish 
people about what constitutes ritual purity and uncleanliness – how it could be 
lost and ways in which it could be regained. It revolved around who the people 
encountered, what they ate and what they touched and their bodily condition. 
Now initially this practice of ritually washing hands was only prescribed for the 
priests however the practice had been extended to the keener Jewish followers. 
Mark is probably exaggerating a little in verses 3-4 however this is where the 
practice was going. 

 
3 (The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a 
ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders. 4 When they come 
from the market-place they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe many 
other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles.[a]) 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+7&version=NIVUK#fen-NIVUK-24468a
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So it would seem reasonable to the Jewish Scribes for Jesus to expect this from 
his followers – if he were to be taken seriously as a teacher. They needed to 
wash their hands. If Jesus did not follow the tradition of the elders then he could 
not be taken seriously as a religious teacher. Jesus talks about religious purity 
later on in our passage however in these few verses Jesus rebuts what the 
leaders are saying. There is threat in the words that the Pharisees use – 
undermining Jesus authority. However Jesus goes onto the attack and calls the 
Pharisees hypocrites. 
Now sometimes in the gospels the word hypocrite means what we mean by 
hypocrite – someone who puts on an act – someone who lacks integrity – who 
says one thing and does another. Here though it has a deeper meaning – here it 
means those who have got things “disastrously out of proportion” as one 
commentator put it – they think that they are doing the will of God – when in fact 
they are doing precisely the opposite. 

 
So Jesus likens them to the people of God in the time of Isaiah: 

 

6 He replied, ‘Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is 
written: 

‘“These people honour me with their lips, 
    but their hearts are far from me. 
7 They worship me in vain; 
    their teachings are merely human rules.”[b] 

          
Worship was all on the surface – they paid more attention to their own human 
traditions than they did on knowing and loving God himself. Jesus accused the 
scribes of being more concerned about upholding their human traditions – than 
to find out what God really wants from them. They go beyond that though by 
replacing God’s will with their own tradition. It is worth pondering on the traditions 
or practices or the beliefs that have replaced the will of God. These can be 
religious, they can be cultural, they can be ethical, they can be societal, they can 
be political – they can be subtle and adopted subtly. What happens is that we 
compromise for a whole variety of different reasons. Or from another perspective 
it might be that we come to faith in Christ and it is very difficult to shake off 
beliefs or practices from our past and adopt new ones.  

 
One of the things that is emerging from this pandemic has been captured by the 
Archbishops of Canterbury and York when they said that the church needs to 
become simpler, humbler and bolder. And I quite like that because there is a 
sense in which that we are being stripped away – and as that happens so we are 
to focus on what is really important. Prayer, worship, the study of the scriptures – 
to recapture our vision of God – to renew our first love of Christ- to find 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+7&version=NIVUK#fen-NIVUK-24471b
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satisfaction and rest in Him - to lay aside that which is not important – and to take 
up what is really important. 
 
I have been struck by committing myself to reading the Bible in a Year. So I am 
doing it in addition to my daily prayer time and generally over breakfast. And I am 
not studying the scriptures in any depth however it is good to read Nicky 
Gumbel’s comments alongside the set passages. It gives you a feel for the 
scriptures and God’s Word. And it is to allow the Word of God to seep into me 
and allow the Holy Spirit to speak to me through the Scriptures and form me into 
the likeness of Christ. 

 
So it is not only looking at what gets in the way of my relationship with God but 
also what enhances my relationship with God so those things that get in the way 
– disappear or find their proper perspective – or they are revealed for what they 
are – man made tradition. 
 
Jesus uses an example where a God given practice has been used to contradict 
the 5th Commandment. 

 
9 And he continued, ‘You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God 
in order to observe[c] your own traditions! 10 For Moses said, “Honour your father 
and mother,”[d] and, “Anyone who curses their father or mother is to be put to 
death.”[e] 11 But you say that if anyone declares that what might have been used to 
help their father or mother is Corban (that is, devoted to God) – 12 then you no 
longer let them do anything for their father or mother. 13 Thus you nullify the word 
of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you do many things 
like that.’ 

 
So the principle was that we have to honor our parents. Now I realise that might 
be difficult for some to hear if they have had a difficult or abusive relationship 
with their parents  however at the time the principle was to honor parents. And 
honor them by looking after them. However what the scribes were doing – were 
encouraging sons to hand over land and property to God – making it “Corban” – 
so it couldn’t be used by the parents but could be used by the son – so they 
were acting selfishly – and even if they changed their mind – it could not be 
revoked. So the meticulous concern for rules was undermining far more 
important and weightier matters. Criticizing the way in which Jesus disciples had 
eaten and their eating habits made them hypocrites with respect to their family 
responsibilities. 

 
How do we focus on minor externals and forgetting what really matters – putting 
our tradition before the word of God? Putting our thinking before the word of God 
and God’s will. Jesus the moves back to what makes us pure or impure and by 
doing so turns the basic principle on its head. 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+7&version=NIVUK#fen-NIVUK-24473c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+7&version=NIVUK#fen-NIVUK-24474d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+7&version=NIVUK#fen-NIVUK-24474e
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I am not sure that we can appreciate the radical nature of what Jesus was about 
to say especially in a culture that always saw defilement coming from outside. 
 
I am always aware that when I go to Tanzania – things that seem very 
straightforward to me are not straightforward in their context. I can remember 
talking to our friend Martin Kadama who said that we did not understand what it 
was like for the Tanzanians not to touch each other during the COVID pandemic – 
it goes completely against their culture. Or not to stop on the road to talk to 
someone – people are far more important than time. 

 
Jesus here was overturning everything and esp the barrier between Jew and 
Gentile.  

 
14 Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, ‘Listen to me, everyone, and 
understand this. 15 Nothing outside a person can defile them by going into them. 
Rather, it is what comes out of a person that defiles them.’           

 
Food was not considered to be impure – what constitutes impurity is that which 
comes from inside of us and it is a pretty heavy list: 

 
20 He went on: ‘What comes out of a person is what defiles them. 21 For it is from 
within, out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come – sexual immorality, theft, 
murder, 22 adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance 
and folly. 23 All these evils come from inside and defile a person.’ 
Sexual immorality – sex outside of marriage.   

 
    Theft 
 
    Murder 
 
    Adultery 
 
    Greed 
 
    Malice 
 
    Deceit. 
 
    Lewdness 
 
    Envy 
 
    Slander 
 
    Arrogance 
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    Folly. 
 

All of these are displayed in our culture today. All of these come from within us.  
I guess in this day and age this is a controversial statement by Jesus – we live in a 
culture that does not want to take responsibility – we live in a culture that likes to 
blame others by playing the victim – we live in a culture that delights to take 
offence. We live in a culture that declares that it is not my fault. Now I understand 
that there is complexity in all of us and that we are molded and shaped by our 
upbringing and personal circumstances and opportunities. However it would 
serve us well in Lent to reflect on the list that Jesus reels off and see where it 
affects us. Both personally, as well as nationally. 
Maybe we could also look at the positive alternatives – however you might like to 
pray: 

 
 
Create in me a clean heart O God and renew a right spirit within 
me. 

 
I wonder if this Lent each of us needs to spend more time with God and allow the 
Holy Spirit to search our hearts so we confess our sin, we molded and shaped 
increasingly into the likeness of Christ –so our primary focus becomes who we 
are in Him.     

 

6 He replied, ‘Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is 
written: 

‘“These people honour me with their lips, 
    but their hearts are far from me. 
7 They worship me in vain; 
    their teachings are merely human rules.” 
 
 


