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Traditions are part of the American way of life.  You might remember the Chevrolet commercial that had the jingle, “Hot dogs, baseball, apple pie and Chevrolet.”  These are distinctly American traditions.  The jingle would have little or no meaning in China.  One of my favorite traditions is the tradition that baseball has that we heard just the other day.  On February 15 every year I love to hear those words, “Pitchers and catchers report.”  You would have to be a true baseball fan to understand the meaning.  All of this is to say that we tend to have many traditions in our lives that are dear to us.  But what we must take care that we distinguish between those traditions that are good and healthy and perhaps even necessary (baseball aside) and those that hinder our spiritual nurture and growth in the Lord.  


The Jewish leaders in Jesus’ day had their traditions, traditions that were very much a part of their Jewish heritage.  Some of these traditions are what made them distinctively Jewish.  So there was great pride taken in perpetuating them, especially among the scribes and Pharisees, the interpreters and enforcers of the Law.  It has been a while since we have heard from the scribes and the Pharisees (3:6—concerning the Sabbath).  Jesus departed Capernaum on that occasion and traveled around Galilee with the message of the kingdom.  But the scribes and Pharisees were not inactive during this time.  When they had last seen Jesus, they had begun their plotting as to how they might destroy Him.  In the months that had elapsed since Jesus’ departure they had received reports from the field of Jesus’ ministry and their animosity towards Him had grown.  They were now set on killing Jesus.  


The events that transpire beginning here in chapter 7 cover the last year of Jesus’ life and the last six months of His Galilean ministry.  He had departed Jerusalem because of the scribes and the Pharisees.  But they would not let Him go.  What we see in our text this morning is that our traditions can become the foundation of our Christianity rather than the sure promises and commandments of God.

I.  The Pharisees Complaint against Jesus (7:1-5)


Mark begins this narrative, “The Pharisees and some of the scribes gathered around Him when they had come from Jerusalem.”  These men did not walk the 90 plus miles from Jerusalem without a clear purpose.  They were probably some of the elite Pharisees and teachers of the law that had come on purposeful mission, to find fault with Jesus enough to accuse Him.  As Geoff Thomas clearly illustrates, “This was a serious matter.  Americans would say, ‘The Feds have come from Washington to talk to him.’  Clearly the Saviour was heading a movement that was already judged in distant Jerusalem to be subversive to the 300-year-old Pharisaic establishment.  New attitudes and ideas were being taught; crowds of people were following Christ.  Messianic speculation was spreading.  It was time for the chief Pharisees to crush it.”
  


That is the context of the scribes and Pharisees coming to Jesus on this occasion.  Animosity in Jerusalem had reached a fever pitch and it was time to do something about Jesus.


1.  A question of purity (v. 2)


They begin with a complaint against Jesus’ disciples, which was really a back door approach

to finding fault with Him.  They again try to back Jesus into a moral dilemma by what they had observed.  They happen to notice, “that some of His disciples were eating their bread with impure hands, that is, unwashed.”  On the surface, their charge on this occasion was a question of purity.  They watched as some of the disciples, not all, sit down to eat their lunch without first ceremonially washing their hands before they start to eat.  For the Pharisees, this was a flagrant violation of the tradition they so zealously promoted.  They held that such unwashed hands must be purified by an act of ceremonial washing to remove defilement and they had very precise regulations concerning handwashing. William Barclay gives a vivid description concerning this ritual:

There were definite and rigid rules for the washing of hands. Note that this handwashing was not in the interests of hygienic purity; it was ceremonial cleanness which was at stake. Before every meal, and between each of the courses, the hands had to be washed, and they had to be washed in a certain way. The hands, to begin with, had to be free of any coating of sand or mortar or gravel or any such substance. The water for washing had to be kept in special large stone jars, so that the water itself was clean in the ceremonial sense, and that it might be certain it had been used for no other purpose - nothing had fallen into it or had been mixed with it. First, the hands were held with fingertips pointing upwards; water was poured over them and had to run at least down to the wrist; the minimum amount of water was one quarter of a ‘log’, which is equal to one and a half eggshells full of water. While the hands were still wet, each hand had to be cleansed with the fist of the other; the fist of one hand was rubbed into the palm and against the surface of the other. This meant that at this stage the hands were wet with water; but that water was now ‘unclean’ because it had touched unclean hands. So, next, the hands had to be held with fingertips pointing downwards and water had to be poured over them in such a way that it began at the wrists and ran off at the fingertips. After all that had been done, the hands were clean.


Their complaint was not that the disciples had hands that were grimy.  This was not an issue of common sense hygiene.  The fault was that they had not ceremonially rid themselves of impurities in handling common things.  To these scribes and Pharisees, this was a grievous offense.  


2.  A question of authority (vv. 3-5)

As I noted earlier, the charge of impurity, serious as it was to the scribes and Pharisees, was merely on the surface.  There was something much deeper that concerned them that went beyond the question of cleanliness, and that was the question of authority.  In verses 3-4, Mark gives a parenthetical explanation of the ritual for his Gentile audience, describing further how even the utensils had to be cleansed and made pure.  In his explanation, he reveals the heart of the issue on this occasion, “For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they carefully wash their hands, thus observing the traditions of the elders.”  What was the basis of their authority?  Their authority was according to “the traditions of the elders.”  We see this phrase repeated throughout our text and it serves to show the real source of the animosity these men had toward Jesus.  These traditions were binding on the people of God.  The rabbis went so far as to say that on Mount Sinai Moses had received both the written law and the oral tradition.  For them, these “traditions” were as binding as the written law.  These “traditions” were given to build a fence around the law.  The intention was to keep one from breaking the law.  So they added all of these extra stipulations that made the religious life a burden.  While the intent was right and noble, they went beyond the teaching of Scripture and made these “traditions” as binding as the laws themselves.  In a word, these “traditions” were legalisms that robbed people of their liberties and led to alienating the law altogether.


The scribes and Pharisees admit this to be true in their question in v. 5, “Why do Your disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat their bread with impure hands?”  The problem in the life of the scribes and Pharisees is that they had elevated tradition to a point above that of the plain teaching of God in Scripture.  Their traditions were literally the authority, not God’s Word.  


This is the very fight that the Reformers fought against the Church of Rome.  The rally cry of the Reformers was Sola Scriptura, “Scripture alone.”  This cry was against the traditions that had become law in the Church, particularly as it related to true biblical repentance and faith.  They had added external things to the Word of God as requirements for salvation.  As was the case with the scribes and Pharisees, in their infancy these extrabiblical requirements were given to protect the gospel.  But as time went on, and tradition gained its foothold, these traditions became the way of salvation at the expense of the plain teaching of Scripture.  With the advent of indulgences (the Church’s teaching that man could purchase his own forgiveness for sins) the Reformers had had enough.  Tradition had trumped the gospel, which teaches that salvation was purchased by Christ and Christ alone at the Cross.  So the battle over authority was waged.


Here we see the danger of living according to tradition instead of the Word of God.  It is true that some traditions are good.  But only as long as they serve the purpose for which they are intended.  When they go beyond the Word and become a requirement for living the Christian life, when they become law, then they are wrong.  We as Southern Baptists need to heed this warning.  Our churches are full of people that have no real understanding of why they believe what they believe.  Their entire life is based upon what their preached says or according to the beliefs of the church, which may or may not be according to God’s Word.  Many in our churches today are unable to even give a biblical defense of their faith because, like many in Rome, like many in Jerusalem, they are living their lives by tradition rather than on the sure foundation of God’s Word.
II.  Jesus’ Rebuke of the Pharisees (7:6-13)


  Needless to say, Jesus was not going to take this charge by the Pharisees lightly.  For Jesus, the gospel was at stake.  His response is twofold.

 



1.  Scripturally attested (vv. 6-8)


The complaint submitted by the Scribes and Pharisees were based upon the authority of man’s words, not on God’s Word.  Jesus would not be as careless in rebuking them as He goes straight to the Word in quoting Isaiah 29:13.  He reveals four faults in the religion of these Jewish leaders.


a.  Faulty allegiance


First, he addresses their faulty allegiance.  He quotes Isaiah, “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is very far away from Me.”  Their religion was merely external and showy.  Their words were from their mouths and not from their hearts.  This is the theme of the text that follows that we will address next week: what is in a man’s heart will come out.  In the case of these men, their allegiance was to tradition, and ultimately self, not God.  They had a mere verbal religion that showed itself on this occasion.  In reality, they were fakes, pretenders, or, as Jesus calls them, “hypocrites.”  Those who heard His rebuke would have immediately recognized the forcefulness of Jesus’ language.  A “hypocrite” in ancient times referred to an actor who often played many characters in a play.  They would change characters by holding up a mask to hide their true identity from the audience.  Jesus’ rebuke was not so much that they were consciously aware of acting an unreal part as that there was a radical inconsistency between what they claimed to be and what they really were.  They professed with their lips to be followers of God but in reality were followers of men.
  This led them to be more concerned about the washing of hands, a ritual and a petty rule, than the commands of God, with which they had become more than simply careless.


This exposes the danger of saying one thing, but living another.  The Christian’s outward profession of Christ is to be matched by his inward possession of Christ.  That is why Paul was insistent in Romans 10:8-10 that the mark of a true believer is one who has the Word in his mouth and in his heart, and “that if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved; for with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation.”


Jesus indictment of the Pharisees was that “their heart is very far away from Me.”  Edmund Hiebert notes, “Is far away from Me pictures them as actively holding their heart at a great distance from God.”
  This exposed the contrast between their outward profession and their inner condition, which led to a second fault exposed by our Lord.


b.  Faulty worship


Again, quoting Isaiah, Jesus says, “But in vain do they worship Me.”  Those who have a faulty allegiance are unable to worship God and Christ aright.  They cannot worship in spirit and in truth when they refuse to be led by the Spirit of God and deny the truth like the Pharisees.  This does not suggest that they were unable to worship at all.  They had a form of piety, but they worshipped out of what was truly in their heart.  It is ironic that they accuse the disciples of having unclean hands when it was their own hearts they should have been examining.


If we look at just a few Psalms, we see that the psalmist attributes true worship consists of a broken and contrite heart, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise” (Ps. 51:17).  The psalmist speaks about the longings and desires that come from a broken heart, “As the deer pants for the water brooks, so my soul pants for You, O God.  2 My soul thirsts for God, for the living God; when shall I come and appear before God?” (Psalm 42:1-2).  And again, “Whom have I in heaven but You? And besides You, I desire nothing on earth. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Psalm 73:25-26).  Derek Thomas brings out the psalmist’s concern with the nature of worship, “What it boils down to is engagement of heart—the engagement of the inner soul, the engagement of our beings in its deepest and most fundamental level.  Not just lip service.  Not just outward attendance.  Not just physical presence at the means of grace, but the involvement of the heart.”


Thomas hits upon the heart of the issue for us in the church today.  It is not enough to simply say that you have worshipped God.  Your physical presence in worship service is not enough to worship God.  True worship comes from a believing heart, a prepared heart, and a purposeful heart.  Anything else is the worship of the Pharisees, vain, worthless and meaningless.  Has your heart truly been engaged with God this morning?

c.  Faulty teaching


Jesus continued, “Teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.”  Of course, this was a further reason for their futility in worship.  “Teaching” is a present participle, denoting their continual activity in setting for the traditions of men as doctrinal truth.  What they taught as doctrine, authoritative teaching, was nothing more than commandments that originated with men.  But they passed them off as having divine origin.  All of their reverence of God therefore rested upon human teaching and tradition alone.


Again we need to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees.  We live in a church culture that is often confused about the things of God without even recognizing their confusion.  Many simply accept the teachings of the church without ever thinking critically about what is proclaimed as doctrine or the practices in the church that flow from these beliefs.  As long as the church is growing and the preacher does not say or do anything that offends then the church and its doctrine is seen as healthy.  This pragmatic approach in examining the health of the church is dangerous.  Quite frankly, the church is in the mess it is in today because people are comfortable with tradition.  Many are comfortable with cheap grace and easy believism and casual Christianity because that is the path of least resistance.  Jesus would have no part of the Pharisees traditions because their traditions had led them to twist and distort God’s Word to justify themselves by the Law and in order to escape its authority. 


d. Faulty standard


Jesus assessment, “Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold the tradition of men.”  Does it sound as if Jesus was trying to soften His rebuke?  Their entire religious system was built on a faulty standard, on the tradition of men rather than the sure foundation of God’s Word alone.  Their traditions had led them to judge holiness by what could be seen.  They totally missed the truth that God measures holiness by what is in the heart.


Sinclair Ferguson reveals the tragedy of the Pharisees:

It was not that they had replaced God’s love by God’s law. How could they, when love is the fulfillment of the law? No, they had replaced God’s love with self-love, and God’s law with man’s tradition. Having made themselves their own gods, they were insisting that others follow them or perish… Sadly, the Pharisees had begun as a group of people deeply concerned for personal purity. Their theology was orthodox. But when a desire for holiness, couple with an orthodox theology is linked to a heart that is closed to God’s grace (however much they profess a theology of grace), tragedy results. That is as true today as it was then. Be warned.


That is what was at stake on this day in Galilee.  That is what is at stake today.  We must constantly examine our hearts and minds to see whether we are living according to the Word of God or the tradition of men.  Every aspect of our worship, both private and public, should be regulated by the Word of God alone!  Our teaching must be according to the Word of God and not the whims of man. 


2.  Practically illustrated (vv. 9-13)


Jesus knew that the Pharisees would not take His rebuke from Scripture lightly so He offers a real life illustration.  Jesus turns the charge of the Pharisees around on them.  He listened to what they had observed concerning the uncleanness of His disciples and He now says, “Here is what I have observed about you.  Seeing as how ‘you are experts at setting aside the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition’ then perhaps you would do well to consider this about yourselves.”


He again goes straight to the Word.  “Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; and, ‘He who speaks evil of father or mother, is to be put to death.”  Then Jesus illustrates their hypocrisy, “But you say, ‘If a man says to his father or mother, whatever I have that would help you is Corban (that is to say, given to God),’ you no longer permit him to do anything for his father or mother, thus invalidating the word of God by your tradition which you have handed down; and you do many things such as that.”


Let me explain this self-righteous practice of the Pharisees.  “Corban” comes from the Hebrew word for “offering.”  It was a rabbinical custom derived from the Old Testament practice of devoting certain things to the Lord.  An object became “Corban” when it was given over to the Lord.  The offering was a vow that placed the money or property under a ban.  The money is now sacred to God.


In Jesus’ day there was no government aid for the elderly like we have today.  They had no retirement homes our facilities to care for the elderly.  They had to be cared for by their children when they became too feeble to work and to care for themselves. They lived with them or at the very least were supported financially to take care of their creaturely comforts.


But the Pharisees, sly ones that they were, had devised a way to get around this.  When a father or mother came to a Pharisee and asked for support then the son would piously reply, “I am sorry that I cannot help you.  All of the money I have is Corban.  It is dedicated to the Lord and I cannot touch it.”  However, the man was still in charge of it.  This is what Jesus exposed here.  A man went through the formality of dedicating something to God, but the transfer was on paper only, witnessed by a scribe.  No money actually was given, but that money was now protected from anyone other than the giver getting any benefit from it.  The one who made the vow was still able to enjoy the property until he died, at which time the property would be given over to the temple.  


So the Pharisee used this idea of Corban as an excuse not to obey the command of God to honor their father and mother.  Further, the tradition of the elders prohibited a man from using that money, or canceling Corban, to use for his parents well-being.  It fined him fifty shekels and his wife thirty shekels if he did so.  Their religion had become a cloak for covering their greedy hearts.


Jesus lays the blame for this outrageous practice at the feet of the Pharisees, “YOU no longer permit him to do anything for his father and mother; thus YOU invalidate the word of God by YOUR tradition which YOU have handed down; and YOU do many things such as that.”  “Invalidate” is a much stronger word than “neglecting” in v. 8 and “setting aside” in v. 9.  It means, “to deprive of authority, to cancel.”  Not only that, but their guilt is greater because they had not only received this tradition but handed it down.  In doing so, they literally rendered God’s Word null and void.

Conclusion

1.  What is good tradition?  The point Jesus makes in this section is not that tradition is evil in and of itself.  We cannot live long without traditions, which are vital to our existence.  But we must first recognize what is tradition.  Then the question is whether these traditions are held in a proper perspective when filtered through the Scriptures.  In other words, are your traditions true to the Word of God?

2.  Are you “setting aside the commandment of God”?  Or asked another way, “Do you live your life in such a way that the Word of God has been invalidated or rendered inoperable?”  We must be careful that we do not confuse adherence to tradition with obedience to God.  Obedience to God is required in worship, not tradition!  The Pharisees error was in twisting God’s Word in order to justify their actions and escape the authority of Scripture.  We are in danger of the same thing when we hear and read the Word of God without submitting to it.  That is how one sets aside the Word of God.
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