
Mark 7:1-23  

In Mark chapter 7 we have Mark making a shift in his presentation of Jesus. For the last few 
chapters Mark has detailed the miracles of Jesus rather than His teaching. Mark now turns to 
Jesus teaching. The chapter begins with the setting of this teaching. Read Mark 7:1-2.   

Once again, the Pharisees travel from Jerusalem to Galilee to check on Jesus. In chapter 3 we 
read of an earlier occasion when the Pharisees traveled to hear Jesus. On that occasion, as on 
this, they found fault with Jesus and His disciples, complaining then about the disciples picking 
grain on the Sabbath and Jesus healing on the Sabbath. Here they complained that the disciples 
were eating without first washing their hands. This was not a case of hygiene but instead the 
Pharisees were interested in ceremonial cleanliness.  

Remember, in Jesus’ day the Scribes and Pharisees had established a myriad of rules and 
regulations that they considered to be protection of the commands of God. God instituted 
standards and the Scribes wrote rules that, in their minds, help ensure that the people would not 
sin. That practice has continued throughout the history of the church. For some time, the church 
objected to a variety of practices designed to protect believers from possible sin. Card playing 
was out because cards were associated with gambling, so the thinking was that if Christians 
didn’t have a deck of cards in their home there was less chance they would fall into the sin of 
gambling. Going to dances was out because somebody decided that the majority of teen 
pregnancies occurred after a high-school dance so if one didn’t go then one wouldn’t fall into 
that sin. The list went on. The Pharisees developed their rules, in their minds, to protect the 
people from sinning. By themselves such hedges are not wrong. In fact they can they can be very 
helpful. The challenge, however, is to evaluate what areas of your individual life need hedges to 
help you avoid sin. There are three dangers in setting hedges for yourself. First, it is too easy to 
exchange the commandments of God for your hedges, putting them on the same level as 
Scripture. Second. there is the danger of assuming that our salvation depends on keeping those 
hedges instead of coming by grace through faith. The third danger is, having set hedges for 
ourselves, we then impose them on others. If they fail to keep our imposed hedges, we accuse 
them of sin. The Pharisees’ problem was that in time their rules or hedges became law and to 
break a rule did not simply to break the hedge, but to actually sin. 

One of the rules the Pharisees had put in place was that one must always undergo a ceremonial 
washing before eating. To fail to do that made one “unclean,” a polite way of saying he was a 
sinner.  

Mark interrupted his account of the Pharisees encounter with Jesus to give us a little background, 
probably intended to help the Gentiles in Rome, to whom this Gospel was first sent, understand 
what was taking place. Read Mark 7:3-4. 

The regulations were built around the idea that one would be unclean if he came into contact 
with anything unclean, so you washed, as a symbol of washing away the uncleanness of the 



world. The additional note of Mark that “When they come from the marketplace they do not 
eat unless they wash” illustrates their idea. When one went to the market to buy food one 
inevitably came in contact with the Gentiles who ran many of the shops. To touch a Gentile 
meant you were unclean.  So, after you returned home from the market place you had to literally 
take a full bath to symbolically wash way the uncleanness you came in contact with there. If you 
were at home and wanted to eat you only had to wash your hands in the prescribed way. 

What is particularly interesting about the rule on washing one’s hands before eating is that there 
was no Old Testament law requiring such. According to Exodus 30:19 and 40:13, the priests 
were required to undergo a ceremonial hand washing before entering the Tabernacle but the Jews 
in general had no such law. The Scribes, however, had expanded that regulation for priests to 
include everyone and they took it beyond service in the tabernacle to eating meals. It is far too 
easy for the church to make rules initially designed to protect its members from sin and then in 
time equate the rules with biblical truth. With that as background read Mark 7:5. In verses 6-13 
we have the response of Jesus to their accusations. Read Mark 7:6-8.   

Note that Jesus was pointing out the tendency of worship to fall into the trap of ritual with no 
heart commitment. It’s too easy to decide on Sunday morning to go to church because that is 
what we do, but once we arrive we go through the motions while thinking about the afternoon or 
the week ahead. It’s all ritual with no real heart involvement. That is what Jesus was pointing 
out. Read John 4:23, 24. We need to constantly evaluate our attitude in worship, ministry and 
devotions to be sure we are not doing it as a form of lip service rather than a true commitment to 
God. 

Then Jesus really dug into their attitude and practice. Jesus quoted Moses. Read Mark 7:9-13.  
This accusation of Jesus was that the Pharisees took the Law of God, made rules around them, 
and then found ways to get around the rules. For example, God said not to work on the Sabbath 
so to protect the people from breaking that law, they set up their hedge rules. One could only 
walk so far from their home before it became work. But sometimes they wanted to go beyond 
that hedge, so they said if you take a piece of your home out to the limit allowed you can begin 
that limit again, since that piece of your home constitutes home, so you can start over. 

Jesus accused the Pharisees of making use of the law of “Corban” to get around the Law of God 
regarding care of parents. The rule of “Corban” involved committing your resources to God. You 
made a gift of your money, once you died, to God. You could use it for yourself until then, but 
not for any other reason since it was God’s money. So, when their parents had a need they simply 
said, “I’d love to help you, but I have no money. It is all gifted to God and, therefore, I can’t use 
it for your need.” Jesus said that was in violation of God’s law to care for parents. Jesus added, 
“And you do many things like that.” Read Mark 7: 14-15.  

In those two verses Jesus made two powerful statements. First, He said that what one eats, even 
if eaten with ceremonially unclean hands cannot make a person unclean. The Jewish people had 
all sorts of rules and regulations regarding what one may or may not eat. Certain foods were 



unclean and if eaten would make the individual unclean and thereby separate one from God. God 
gave the Jewish people various laws about what could and could not be eaten but they were 
given primarily for health reasons or in some cases so that the nation would stand out among the 
other nations as unique. A key to keeping those laws was obedience to God’s command. There 
was nothing magical about abstaining nor was it the eating per se that defiled them. If any 
defilement was involved in eating such foods, it was their deliberate disobedience of God. 

The second truth is important for us today. Jesus said, “it is what comes out of a person that 
defiles them.” Later Jesus clarified this for His disciples. Read Mark 7:20-21. Then, after He 
listed a variety of sins common in His day, He repeated it. Read verse 23.  

Jesus was saying that what really makes a person unclean is what flows out of a person’s heart 
and not what goes into his stomach, even if it goes in via unclean hands. Jesus was declaring that 
if one is not a Christian, he has a sinful nature and that ultimately sin flows from that sin heart. It 
is only when one makes a commitment to Jesus and becomes a new creature in Christ, that pure 
things can flow from that heart. 

There is no way to change a person without changing the heart and no way to change the heart 
apart from Jesus. Our society says all we need are more hedges and man will be fine. So, we set 
up hedges of education or we try to legislate morality, yet sin abounds more and more. The need 
of our society is not more laws or better enforcement of them, nor is it the need of some radical 
change in our schools. What our society needs is Jesus.  

The approach to religion gives us two options. It is either do or done. Many ask what must I do 
to solve my heart problem? The Bible says the answer is what Jesus has done for us. Man’s 
greatest need is not more hedges but transformation of the heart through the work of the Holy 
Spirit. That can occur only when one is committed to Jesus.  


