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Introduction 


At about four years of age, my mother sat me down to tell me that we would not be celebrating holidays any longer. My mother’s heart was broken telling me this, but we were doing this for God. Our family had joined the Jehovah’s Witnesses who taught us that since holidays bore syncretistic symbols from “false religions”, a true follower of Jehovah should not partake. They would argue that the holidays do not represent pure religion as many of the practices do not have Christian or Biblical origins, and those that do, have been corrupted by the false doctrine of the Catholic church.  The emphasis, in this religion, is not with the heart of obedience, but with actions. They teach strict obedience to the Bible down to the every letter. Since God has given the command to evangelize, which they call witnessing, members are expected to go door-to-door every Saturday morning. When a member is caught in sin, they are taken before the church elders. If the person repents, they are placed on probation for a time to demonstrate their repentance. If they refuse, they are disfellowshipped, or in other words, excommunicated. Anyone who eats, speaks, or has any sort of engagement with someone who is disfellowshipped will also be cut off. Their practices, and demands, however, are not centered on truth. Their Bible differs from all other translations as they have based their upon their doctrine rather than base their doctrine upon the Bible. Their teachings come from their leaders whom they refer to as their “governing body.” This group of individuals dictate how the Bible should be interpreted and lead the people through various writings. This is passed down to the elders who ensure the members adhere to their teachings. A the core of their teachings, however, is the complete denial of Jesus Christ as their God. They see Christ as a creature created by God to be an advocate or mediator for God. He is God’s Son, they would say, however, He is not God. They deny His sovereign authority. This, however, is nothing new. The Pharisees during the day of Jesus were quite similar. They held to a strict obedience to the Law as passed down by Rabbi’s who interpreted the Law for people. They expected people to obey exactly placing more emphasis on works rather than the heart or motive. They also questioned the authority of Christ not believing He was truly the Messiah, God in flesh. The parallel of this is seen well in Mark chapter 7.
Setting 

Chapter 7 begins with Jesus encountering a group of Pharisees and scribes who questioned the practices of Christ’s disciples. The passage does not give a precise indication of where this event took place. In chapter 6 of Mark, we discover that Jesus and the disciples had landed at Gennesaret on the Western shore of the Sea of Galilee (Easton). Immediately, people recognized Him, and traveled from there through the countryside performing miracles. In verse 24, we discover Christ and His disciples had left and went to the vicinity of Tyre which lies Northwest from Gennesaret about 30 miles (biblestudy.org). This would indicate the event took place in somewhere between Gennesaret and Tyre in the province of Galilee.


In the passage, Jesus was confronted by Pharisees and scribes who were visiting from Jerusalem. The text does not make clear the purpose of their visit. However, Matthew Henry states, “It should seem that the scribes and Pharisees at Jerusalem pretended not only to a pre-eminence above, but to an authority over, the country clergy, and therefore kept up their visitations and sent inquisitors among them, as they did to John when he appeared, Jn. 1:19.” For whatever reason they may have come, they clearly thought it necessary to speak against the practices of Christ’s disciples. 


The Pharisees, according to Dr. Carl Laney, were “a body of Jews with the reputation of excelling the rest of their nation in the observances of religion, and as exact exponents of the laws.” (Laney, 397) The scribes were copiers of the writings who were also experts in the law and traditions. In their expertise, they thought capable of themselves so as to judge the law and question those who break it. Thus, they questioned Jesus concerning His disciples. 


The issue questioned concerned the washing of hands before eating a meal. The text informs us of the historical setting by stating as a side in verse 3 “For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they carefully wash their hands, thus observing the traditions of the elders; and when they come from the market place, they do not eat unless they cleanse themselves; and there are many other things which they have received in order to observe, such as the washing of cups and pitchers and copper pots.” (Mark 7:3-4, NASB) The cleansing of hands was based upon traditions passed down to them. This tradition, which included the washing of dishes, was not originally stated in the law of Moses. The law stated the priests were to wash their hands before entering the tent of meeting (Exodus 30:17-20). Thus, the washing of hands before eating a meal was clearly, not a law of God, but a “tradition of men” as Jesus states in verse 8.

Purpose 

The book of Mark opens: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” This prelude identifies the book as the Euaggelion, or the good news, of Jesus Christ. The purpose, then, is to proclaim, as the Greek Word Euaggelion connotes (Thayer and Smith), the glad tidings of Jesus Christ, of whom, the author identifies, as the Son of God. From this, we the reader would expect a twofold presentation: (1) that we would receive good news, and (2) this good news would demonstrate to us Jesus Christ, the Son of God— God incarnate.


How does Mark achieve this? Dr. Henrietta C. Mears enlightens us:

“If we turn to Mark 10:45, we can quite easily determine Mark’s object in writing this Gospel. ‘For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ Unlike Matthew, Mark was not trying to prove certain statements and prophecies concerning Jesus. His only object in writing was to tell clearly certain facts about Jesus, His deeds more especially than His words. That Jesus is the Son of God he proves, not by declaring how He came to earth, but by showing what He accomplished during His brief career on this earth, how His coming changed the world.” (Mears 389)


From this we see that Mark provides a viewpoint of Jesus distinct from the other gospels in that Mark reveals Christ as the humble Servant of God. In the book of Mark we read about Jesus performing miracles, casting out demons, forgiving sins, transfiguring, prophesying, rebuking, and suffering. Mark does not argue his case from logic, history, genealogy, or prophecy. He does not include the virgin birth, the Sermon on the Mount, quotations from prophets, or divine titles for Jesus. Rather, Mark shows Christ doing works impossible by human might or authority—the works of God.   

Theme 

The theme of this passage is holiness in service to God. 


The passage begins with the Pharisees confronting Jesus concerning the cleanliness of Jesus’ disciples while eating. At first, this may seem reasonable considering our cultural perspective where the washing of hands is performed consistently before eating for health and safety reasons. The Pharisees and scribes, however, were religious leaders and not physicians. They would not have been concerned or aware of the health benefits associated with cleansing. Rather, Mark informs us that the washing was in observance to the “traditions of the elders (v. 3)”. They were concerned with religious purity. This becomes even more obvious in their question. They asked Jesus “Why do Your disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat their bread with impure hands? (v. 5)”. The question emphasizes obedience rather than health. They were questioning Jesus on the behavior of His disciples, quite obviously, because Jesus had proclaimed to be a religious authority, namely, the Son of God.


Their question centered on the theme of holiness. The Pharisees and scribes who studied the Scriptures would have known a fundamental truth: anyone claiming to be of God would also walk in obedience to God. The Covenant, as given through Moses, says, “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy. (Leviticus 19:2)”  Thus, spiritual purity was the basis for all ritual ceremony concerning cleanliness. While the Old Covenant gave no specific teaching concerning the washing of hands before a meal, the teachings from the elders did. Most likely, the teachings to which they are referring came from the Babylonian Talmud, a record of rabbinic discussions pertaining to Jewish law, ethics, customs, and history as compiled by Jewish scholars in Babylon about the 5th century CE. The Babylonian Talmud records:

“Our Rabbis taught: The absence of oil is a bar to the saying of grace. 
So said R. Zilai. R. Ziwai said: It is no bar. 
R. Aha said: Good oil is indispensable. 
R. Zuhamai said: Just as a dirty person is unfit for the Temple service, so dirty hands unfit one for saying grace. 
R. Nahman b. Isaac said: I know nothing either of Zilai or Ziwai or Zuhamai, but I do know the following teaching, viz.: Rab Judah said in the name of Rab: some say it was taught in a Baraitha, Sanctify yourselves: this refers to washing of the hands before the meal;  And be ye holy: this refers to washing of the hands after the meal;  'For holy': this refers to the oil; 'Am I the Lord your God': this refers to the grace.” ()

At the core of the question was the issue of holiness. If truly Christ was from God, as He had claimed, they questioned as to why Christ would allow His followers to participate in an act they had so clearly been taught as being unholy? 


Christ, in His response, did not correct the assumption behind the question that said anyone who claims to be from God should be Holy just as He is Holy. Rather, in His response, Christ addressed the meaning of Holiness before God. First, Christ confronts them concerning their outward appearance of holiness with disregard for God’s commands concerning holiness. While they parade their holiness in the streets, their hearts are far from God. They claim to worship God, but worship Him in vain. (v. 6-8) Secondly, Christ says “there is nothing outside the man which can defile him if it goes into him; but the things which proceed out of the man are what defile the man.” Defilement is that which corrupts or makes one unholy. In this discussion, Christ keeps with the theme of holiness making clear that bodily washing and eating are not what defile a man.   

Context 

Prior to this encounter with the Pharisees and scribes, Jesus and the twelve apostles visited Nazareth, Jesus’ hometown. While there, Jesus sent out the apostles in pairs to do the same work He had been doing even performing miraculous healings. Upon returning with reports of the wonderful things God had done among them, Jesus saw they were tired and told them to “Come away by yourselves to a secluded place and rest a while” (Mark 6:31).  However, many who saw them leaving followed and arrived ahead of them. Jesus, having compassion upon the people, taught them many things. Since it was late, He fed them. Miraculously, Jesus divided two fish and five loaves of bread to feed 5000 men and countless women and children. Immediately after this, Jesus made His disciples leave while he dismissed the crowd. Later that night, Jesus met His disciples in the middle of the lake by walking across the water to them. They landed on the shore at Gennesaret. There Jesus continued to travel and meet the people’s needs. Additionally, it is there He encountered the Pharisees and scribes who had come from Jerusalem.


The encounter is followed by Jesus leaving and going to the region of Tyre where He tried to hide, “yet He could not escape notice” (Mark 6:24). There He met a gentile woman whom He tried to turn away, but by her faith demonstrated in her persistence, He answered her request to cast out a demon from her possessed daughter. After this, He left Tyre and went to the region of Decapolis. There He healed a deaf and mute man. Following this event, Mark says, “In those days…” (Mark 8:1). This statement indicates an unspecified lapse in time. The narration continues with a miraculous feeding of 4000 people with seven loaves and a few small fish. This story parallels the feeding of the 5000 and provides a bookend to the context of which our passage sits.



Both prior and after our passage, Mark narrates events briefly without providing great detail into Christ’s teachings. This differs from the passage in Chapter 7. In this passage, Mark provides detailed dialogue centered on the topic of holiness. Being this is true, special emphasis should be considered since the author obviously felt the topic was important enough to delve into detail. 



The passage sits in the middle of the book of Mark in the middle of miraculous works that testify to the Lordship of Christ. Mark reveals Jesus as a loving shepherd who meets the people’s needs by feeding them. He sends His disciples to do His works and meets them on the water telling them to be encouraged as He approaches. He serves them by being their Lord, Provider, and Protector. 


In the middle of this, Christ’s Lordship is challenged. The Pharisees accuse Christ’s disciples for breaking with tradition. Christ confronts them with His authority. He knows of their deeds. He knows of their traditions. First and foremost, Christ serves the living God and He upholds God’s Word putting it first before tradition. Christ serves God. On that basis, He tells them through a parable He explains later that true holiness comes from inward cleanliness. This detail, which Mark emphasizes, connects the events together with Christ’s grander purpose. Mark sets the stage for the cross and Christ’s purpose in redemption. If Christ is capable of being Provider, Protector, and Lord over the outward things, certainly will He those who have been defiled through their sinfulness? Is He not also Lord of the human heart?

Theology 

In this passage, God is more concerned about what lies at the source of human behavior rather than the outcome of human activity. If God’s aim in our righteousness were to control our human behavior, surely He could do this without the need for any laws. God could impose His power upon our bodies forcing them to move exactly as He desired. He could drive us like a car or program us like a computer. What we find in reality is that God does not do this. Rather, newspapers witness daily to the vile evils done by human hands. Despite the many civil laws and powerful governments, humanity does not change. The deeds of darkness persist and these, as Jesus so clarifies, come not simply because we choose to do evil thing, rather because we ourselves are evil. “That which proceeds out of the man, that is what defiles the man. For from within, out of the heart of men, proceeds the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as well as, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness (v. 20-22).” 


God’s desire in our righteousness is not merely the results of our behavior, but the condition of our heart. What lies within us? What is the source of our behavior? Do we do what is right because it righteousness is within us? Or do we do what is right because our behavior is modified by gain or fear? 


God is concerned about our being. He is concerned, not only about what we do, but why we do what we do. What separates sinners from God is not simply the fact that they sin, but that they are sinners at their core. God, however, is seeking reconciliation. The purpose of the Law was to expose sin and the human heart. We know that our heart is bad because the Law testifies to this fact. We do not do what is pleasing to God. However, God loves us. Christ has come down from Heaven for our salvation that our hearts might be transformed. His desire is that our nature is like His nature. When this happens, we do what is right by what is natural. We do what is pleasing to God because at the core of our being, God lives. 

Exposition 

 In verse 19 of chapter 7, after Jesus gave a single statement concerning that which defiles a man, Mark says as a side “Thus He declared all foods clean.” For 2000 years, the Israelite people lived under the Law of Moses that required strict obedience or else the people faced horrific curses, and in one moment, Jesus, the incarnation of God in the flesh, did away with the law in a single statement. Upon hearing this, one may be lead to ask, “How can this be? Why would Christ do such a thing?”


 Christ came, son of God and son of Man, to reveal God to us. He is God in the flesh as asserted by the Scriptures. His authority was affirmed by His miracles that He could bear such power over all things including the wind and the waves. Such authority, we do not know. Rather, His authority was challenged as was the case with the Pharisees who questioned Christ’s disciples concerning the washing of their hands. If Christ truly was the Son of God, then why did He not correct His followers when they ate without washing their hands? In response, Christ rebuked them by calling them hypocrites and exposing their hypocrisy. In doing so, Christ revealed a key issue surrounding the Law and His coming. He stated, “Listen to Me, all of you, and understand: there is nothing outside the man which can defile him if it goes into him; but the things which proceed out of the man are what defile the man.” The Pharisees were more concerned with the outward appearance of their religion rather than the inward truth of their spirituality.


At the core of this passage lies a significant issue relating to human nature and our being. The initial question is ‘what makes us holy?’ Holiness, in the Biblical sense, is to be understood in relation to God. The Israelites were a holy nation because they were chosen by God and set apart by God’s deliverance. The question therefore can be summarized by saying, ‘how are we identified with God as His people?’ 


Quite obviously, the people of God obey God. How can anyone say they belong to God if they do not obey Him? The Pharisees understood this as they called Christ’s disciples into question for their apparent disobedience. But what is true obedience? Though the Pharisees understood obedience was important with regards to holiness, they did not practice obedience for Christ had exposed their hypocrisy. They claimed to be followers of God, however, they invalidated the Word of God by holding to traditions passed down by men. Though the Pharisees had the appearance of holiness by keeping to the laws passed down to them, their inward condition was not one that sought to please God sincerely. Christ exposed this by quoting Isaiah concerning them, “This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far away from Me” (v. 6). Outwardly they appeared to be God’s people, but inwardly they did not know Him.


From this we see two philosophies emerge with regards to holiness and obedience. On one side, we have the philosophy of works characterized by the Law and the Pharisees that says a person is holy by their apparent obedience to the Law, or in other words, by external causes. In the case of the Pharisees, this included the traditions passed down by the elders. On the other side, we have the philosophy characterized by Jesus that says a person is holy by what comes from within, or in other words, by the Spirit. 


Under the first philosophy, the relation of the person to God depends upon their doing. To state it another way, what a person does makes them who they are. If a person, who inwardly is corrupt and sinful, does all the right things, this then makes them holy. No matter what the condition of their heart, under this philosophy, a person is right with God based upon their works. As such, a person under such a philosophy only does enough to earn their blessing, but never more. 


Under the second philosophy, the relation of the person to God depends upon their being. To state it another way, who a person is makes them do what they do. It is not enough to keep the Law, a person should seek to please God. From this, we see that obedience comes naturally from a heart that loves Gods truthfully. 


Christ made this apparent by His statement concerning what defiles a man. He said, “That which proceeds out of the man, that is what defiles the man. For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as well as deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness. All these evil things proceed from within and defile the man.” (v. 20-23) From this we see that what makes a man unholy is what comes out of the heart. The human heart, being evil, brings forth evil. As such, evil deeds proceed from an evil within. 


No amount of good deeds can make a person holy. Either a person is holy, or they are not. Either good deeds are coming from a good heart, or evil deeds are coming from an evil heart. This is made even more apparent by the Law of Moses from which came the commandment against eating unclean foods. The Law requires obedience by action. The Law says, “do not” repeatedly. The Law, however, is external and does nothing to modify the inward nature of a person. The Law may modify behavior through blessings and curses. However, this does not change a person inwardly. Anyone whose nature is sinful and prone to sin will find the Law a struggle as inwardly they desire to sin while outwardly they are restrained. While the Law does not change a person, it does expose the inward nature. The Law informs as to what is right and wrong. If inwardly the heart is right, then outwardly the person will do what is right. If inwardly, the person is bad, then outwardly the person will do what is bad. Their bad deeds will be exposed by the breaking of the Law.


This is the purpose of the Law as spoken by the apostle Paul in Galatians 3:24 ,“ Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith.” The Law exposes the evil within our hearts. When we encounter the Law that says “do not”, and yet inwardly we find an opposite desire that wants to disobey, we learn of our sinful human nature. In this way, the Law acts as our “tutor”. The Law makes known what Jesus clearly stated, that from our evil heart we are defiled and separated from God. We are not God’s people unless we share the heart of God. Once the Law exposes this truth, then we are lead to Christ who offers salvation through faith. By having faith in Christ, we may be given a new heart. Thus, the Law leads us to Christ that we may be made right with God by our faith in Him.


The Law serves the purpose of leading people to Christ. Once we have come to Christ, the Law has been fulfilled in us. Thus, Christ declared all foods clean. Those who live under the Law live by the Law. They must fulfill every letter or else stand in judgment. For those who come to Christ, they live by faith in Him.


 When Christ declared all foods clean, He stood before His disciples and spoke to them. He taught them that food cannot defile a person. What you eat does not make you who you are. Rather, your being impacts your doing. The question is not about what we do or do not do, but what is in our heart? Do we truly and sincerely want to please God? Is our heart set apart for God and Him alone that all we desire is to obey Him no matter what the cost? If not, why not? Where is our heart at? No amount of good deeds will make us holy and clean. Only Christ who has the authority to declare all foods clean has the power and desire to make us holy and clean. Only He can change a sinner’s heart and make it desire after God. So, I say, come and put your faith in Jesus that you may be made right with God. 

Principles

How is it that we, a sinful and defiled people, can worship a holy God? How can we be righteous before Him? If there is anything the Law of Moses has made evident, it is that humanity is defiled by a sinful heart. We sin because we are sinners. What separates humanity from God is not that we sin, but that our very nature and being is ungodly. We have within us a corrupt heart that needs cleansing and renewal. 


This is why Christ has brought us salvation. The salvation we desperately need is renewal. We need Christ, who demonstrated true holiness by fulfilling the entire Law, to work within us to transform us into His likeness, that we may be holy just as He is Holy. This comes by faith in Christ and involves relying continually on Him for our complete and entire sanctification. Christ said, “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and I in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing, (John 15:5)” In and of ourselves, we can do nothing to produce the fruit of God. We cannot produce good works that are pleasing to God. This becomes obvious by Christ’s statement in Mark that what comes out of a man makes him defiled. If the inside is bad, then only bad will come forth. Only by transformation can we bring forth what is good.


So what does this mean for us in our daily lives? It means continual recognition of our need for Christ to please God. Though in our salvation we are regenerated and  made new, our full redemption will not be complete until a future day (Romans 8:23). Until then, we are God’s workmanship (Ephesians 2:10) being transformed into his likeness (2 Corinthians 3:18). Christ is actively present by the Holy Spirit making our sanctification complete. Our role in this is to abide in Him. We live by and stand firm in faith.


Practically, this means being renewed daily. Christ said, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow Me (Luke 9:23).” The apostle Paul said, “I die daily (1 Corinthians 15:31).” Paul also says, “Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect. (Romans 12:1-2)” Every day, we should offer ourselves, our all, to God as a sacrifice, not holding onto anything so that Christ may reign supreme over us and not be restrained in His effort to transform us. Rather, by His leading, whether through pleasure or pain, we are able to produce fruit that is pleasing to God, and thus demonstrate that we belong to God and God alone. Our holiness comes by following Christ. 

Conclusion


As one of Jehovah’s Witnesses, I had avoided celebrating holidays in order to show that I was a good person. I wanted to remain holy and pure before God by my own work and actions. This, however, was a false holiness as it was self produced, rather than God produced. A true godly holiness and righteousness can only come from God and cannot be produced by man apart from Him. Such a holiness stems from a heart that knows God. As such, with regards to holiness, what is most important is not the actions we produce, but the source of our actions. Are we worshipping God sincerely from our heart? By avoiding the holidays, I had an outward appearance of holiness, but my heart was far from God. I did not obey because inwardly I desired to please God, but rather, I wanted to be self-righteous. Only by Christ’s transforming power upon my life did I come to know true holiness. When we are saved, we are set apart for God and made holy. Then, and only then, can we truly worship God from all our heart and seek to obey God from a heart that loves Him.
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