
Springwood Baptist Church: Term 4, 2018          Defiance: Refute the Norm        Week 5: Defying religion to serve God 

 
In today’s passage, there are three key messages: Firstly: following God wasn’t meant to be that hard; 
God doesn’t require what is merely tradition. Secondly, you can’t fool God if you pretend to be a believer, 
but break his law. Thirdly, purity is more than skin deep. We need to cleanse our hearts, not just our hands. 
Jesus rejected practices which comprised man-made and fake religion. They are not what pleases God. 
 
GETTING STARTED: Read the following paraphrase of some verses from Isaiah 1. What things does 
Isaiah call us to leave behind? What things does he call us to do?  

“Quit your worship charades. I can’t stand your trivial religious games … I’m sick of your religion, 
religion, religion, while you go right on sinning. When you put on your next prayer-performance, I’ll 
be looking the other way. No matter how long or loud or often you pray, I’ll not be listening. And do 
you know why? Because you’ve been tearing people to pieces, and your hands are bloody. Go home 
and wash up. Clean up your act. Sweep your lives clean of your evildoings so I don’t have to look at 
them any longer. Say no to wrong. Learn to do good. Work for justice. Help the down-and-out. Stand 
up for the homeless. Go to bat for the defence-less.” (Is 1:13-17 The Message) 

 

READ: MARK 7:1-8 
 
As we grew up, we all learnt the importance of personal hygiene, including washing our hands and washing 
up our cooking and eating implements. But this passage has nothing to do with hygiene. The issue here 
is to do with ritual purity/ holiness. In the Old Testament, hand washing had nothing to do with eating.  
 
According to William Lane, “The biblical mandate that the priests had to wash their hands and feet prior to 
entering the Tabernacle (Ex. 30:19; 40:13) provided the foundation for the wide-spread practice of ritual 
washings in Palestinian and diaspora Judaism.”1 What started off as a purification rite for priests, became 
widespread. However, when Mark refers to it being practiced by “all the Jews” he was probably 
exaggerating, as “common people, the so-called “sinners” (Mk 2:15), certainly were not careful about ritual 
washings. In generalizing his explanation, Mark was following accepted Jewish practice in describing 
Jewish customs to a Gentile audience.”2 

• Mark sends the message that, for a person to be seen as ritually ‘pure’/ holy, it was expected that 
people would wash their hands, cups, etc. The Jewish leaders in Jesus’ day expected people tick 
off the list of expected requirements. What does today’s passage tell us about the attitude of the 
leaders to people who were ‘non-compliant”? 

 

The “tradition of the elders” (also known as the halakhic tradition)3 evolved in a similar way to Australian 
Income Tax legislation. Every time another issue came up, someone would develop another rule/ 
regulation as a band-aid measure. It became so complex that it required religious scholars (“teachers of 
the law”) to administer and interpret it. Jesus rejected both their rationale and their practice.  

“One of the religion scholars spoke up: “Teacher, do you realize that in saying these things you’re 
insulting us?” (Jesus) said, “Yes, and I can be even more explicit. You’re hopeless, you religion 
scholars! You load people down with rules and regulations, nearly breaking their backs, but never 
lift even a finger to help.” (Luke 11:45-46 The Message)  

• Why did Jesus criticise the religious leaders in Lk 11? What do these verses tell us about what 
‘religion’ looked like, when Jesus arrived on the scene? What was his concern for everyday people? 

 

• In Mk 7:6-8, what word did Jesus use to describe the religious leaders? What criticisms did he level 
at them (especially by using a quote from Is 29:13)? What was Jesus’ point? 

 

READ: MARK 7:7-13 
 
Jesus challenged the Jewish leaders to ‘get back to basics’. The Ten Commandments were given directly 
by God to Moses and he communicated these to the people. Jesus contrasted “the commandment of 
God”, as given to Moses, with the tradition of the elders, which were man-made or “human precepts”. By 
relying on a ‘tradition’, they justified their disobedience of Mosaic law.  

• Jesus gave a practical example of their hypocrisy in Mk 7:11-13. What is the dominant 
commandment? How did they try to avoid this command? If we consider other commands in Ex 20 
(eg do not steal, do not covet), what sort of excuses ‘cover up’ our disobedience? 

                                                             
1 Lane, W. L. (1974). The Gospel of Mark. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. p245. 
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Jesus cast the spotlight on a practice that was occurring, but which probably wasn’t discussed. People 
probably would never have admitted that they were avoiding familial responsibilities. But, at the same time, 
the Jews didn’t realise that God was in their midst, either. God is omniscient and knows everything. Jesus 
knew what they were doing. God sees what we do and he sees what motivates us. In his Prayer of 
Dedication for the Temple, King Solomon ask that God judge the people according to what was in their 
hearts and based on their posture before God.  

• Read through the following passage from 1 Kings and compare it with the verses from Is 1:13-17 
(above). What are some of the differences between fake and genuine religion? What place do you 
think ‘fear of God’ has, for our worship and service to be acceptable to God? 

 

“If someone sins against a neighbour and is given an oath to swear, and comes and swears before 
your altar in this house, then hear in heaven, and act, and judge your servants, condemning the 
guilty by bringing their conduct on their own head, and vindicating the righteous by rewarding them 
according to their righteousness. When your people Israel, having sinned against you, are defeated 
before an enemy but turn again to you, confess your name, pray and plead with you in this 
house, then hear in heaven, forgive the sin of your people Israel, and bring them again to the land 
that you gave to their ancestors. … whatever prayer, whatever plea there is from any individual or 
from all your people Israel, all knowing the afflictions of their own hearts so that they stretch out their 
hands toward this house; then hear in heaven your dwelling place, forgive, act, and render to 
all whose hearts you know - according to all their ways, for only you know what is in every 
human heart - so that they may fear you all the days that they live in the land that you gave 
to our ancestors. (1 Kings 8:31-34, 38-40) 

 

READ: MARK 7:14-23 
 
The issue of ‘hand washing’ in Mk 7:1-5, centred on the idea that ‘if you don’t wash your hands, you can’t 
be right with God’. That is: dirty hands = a dirty heart. Jesus made the point that, if you eat dirt (or anything 
else, for that matter), well – it will pass through your body and end up in the toilet. What you eat – and how 
you eat it – isn’t key to your status before God.  

• In Mark 7:21-23, Jesus lists 12 things that defile us. What is the meaning of each of them? If some 
of these are sins towards other people, how do they defile us? 

 

• Read Ex 20:1-17. This is the list of the 10 commandments. What things are included in both the 10 
commandments and the list in Mk 7:21-23.  

 

When we read that Jesus stood up against the religious leaders of the day, we can misinterpret this as a 
mandate for rebellion. In the Old Testament, judgement came on the people because they “(broke) my 
covenant and rebelled against/ transgressed my law.” (Hos 8:1) Jesus didn’t reject the law of Moses. What 
he challenged and rejected was “a religious mindset that is primarily concerned with external purity”.4 

• Read Matt 5:17-20. In what way did Jesus fulfil the law and prophets? What do you think Jesus 
meant when he said that our righteousness should exceed that of the Pharisees and teachers of 
the law?  

 
 
In Mk 7:20-21, Jesus said "It is what comes out of a person that defiles. For it is from within, from the 
human heart, that evil intentions come.” In Luke 6:43-45, Jesus explained this in agricultural terms: 

“No good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit; for each tree is known by 
its own fruit. Figs are not gathered from thorns, nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush. The 
good person out of the good treasure of the heart produces good, and the evil person out of evil 
treasure produces evil; for it is out of the abundance of the heart that the mouth speaks.” 

• In 2 Cor 7:1, the apostle Paul wrote: “let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and 
of spirit, making holiness perfect in the fear of God.” How do we cleanse ourselves of the impurities 
in our heart, body and spirit? If water doesn’t do the job, what does? 

 

REFLECTION FOR THIS WEEK: Over the next week, read and reflect on Eph 4:17-32. The apostle Paul 
challenges us to put off/ put away our old self and to put on “the new self, created according to the likeness 
of God in true righteousness and holiness.” What ‘fruit’ is coming out of your heart, in what you say, do 
and think? As you identify ‘bad fruit’, name it – and confess it to God. Ask him to cleanse your heart.  
 

                                                             
4 Garland, D.E. (2015) A Theology of Mark’s Gospel. Biblical Theology of the New Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House. p165. 


