
ECF 10th November 2013 God is focussed on our Hearts Mark 7:1-23 
There are some really strange traditions in this world.  Have a look at some of these: 
Video: Strange Traditions 
 
In many ways, there’s nothing wrong with traditions.  As long as they’re not just outright dangerous, they can have a useful 
function.  They give a cultural identity, binding people together in shared experiences.  They can also help us remember 
important events from the past and be a useful way to express values and beliefs.   
 
But there are dangers with traditions.  Sometimes we can focus so much on traditions that they can take our focus away 
from other more important things.  That’s what happened to the Pharisees in the NT era.  They were so much into their 
religious traditions that they lost sight of what God was really looking for in their lives. 
 
And that’s why Jesus confronted them.  He wanted us to know that God isn’t primarily concerned with our religious 
traditions and rituals.  Instead God is focussed on our hearts.  Mark 7:1-7: “The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the 
law who had come from Jerusalem gathered round Jesus and 2 saw some of his disciples eating food with hands that were 
“unclean”, that is, unwashed. 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.) 
5 So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, “Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders 
instead of eating their food with ‘unclean’ hands?” 
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 but rules taught by men.’” 
 
1. God is Looking for Authenticity in Our Worship 
The Pharisees and teachers of the law were annoyed because Jesus’ disciples were not following their traditions: “Why 
don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders?” Mark 7:5  

 
a) Not Elaborate Traditions 
This was the Jewish oral tradition that was added to the Mosaic law as a commentary on it.  It spelled out the details, 
implications and applications of the law.  So it was attempting to explain the law and help people to live it out in their 
everyday lives!  But these traditions had become so important in people’s minds that that they became more important 
than the spiritual reality behind them. 
 
The issue at hand for the Pharisees was the tradition of washing.  They “saw some of his disciples eating food with hands 
that were “unclean”, that is, unwashed.” Mark 7:5  This wasn’t a matter of hygiene – at this time people didn’t understand 
the importance of washing our hands to reduce infection.  Rather this was to do with being ceremonially clean in the eyes of 
God. 
 
Perhaps this tradition came from the command for the priests to wash before entering the tabernacle: “Aaron and his sons 
are to wash their hands and feet with water.” Exodus 30:19.  That was to show the importance of purity to come before a 
holy God.   
 
Or perhaps this started as a reminder that they were God’s chosen people and had to remain separate from the sinfulness 
of the Gentiles around them.  God said: “You are to be holy to me because I, the Lord, am holy, and I have set you apart 
from the nations to be my own.” Leviticus 20:26  
 
But wherever it came from, it had developed into an elaborate ritual of washing of hands and eating utensils – especially 
after coming from any place where they may have been in contact with Gentiles.  In their minds, this was essential for holy 
living.  To eat with unwashed hands was to be contaminated, unclean and unfit for God! 
 
b) Not Empty Worship 
But Jesus saw through all of their elaborate rituals and ceremonies.  He said: “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about 
you hypocrites..” Mark 7:6  This word hypocrite is a transliteration of a Greek word (hypokritēs) which meant a play-actor.  
They were actors who put on a mask and pretended to be someone they were not.   
 
That’s what Jesus said these Pharisees were doing.  What they looked like on the outside was very different from what they 



were on the inside.  They put on the outward show of holiness – of being devoted to God and separate from the world.  But 
on the inside, they were very different.  
 
This is what the quotation from Isaiah states: “These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.”  
Mark 7:6  They were following all these elaborate external rules and rituals which claimed to honour God.  They looked the 
part of devoted followers of God.  They were proud of their religious observances and critical of those who didn’t follow 
their example.   
 
But God wasn’t impressed.  He wasn’t pleased.  In his sight their actions were not something to boast of.  Instead, his 
judgement was “They worship me in vain.” Mark 7:7  Their worship was empty ritual, worthless words, meaningless 
ceremonies because their hearts were not devoted to God.  They were not in love with God!   
 
God is not impressed by external observance of religion.  He is focused on the inside.  He is interested in our heart.  This is 
what the Lord said to Samuel:  “The LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, 
but the LORD looks at the heart.” 1 Samuel 16:7   
 
So what about us?  It is easy for us to point the finger at the Pharisees and see how their worship was in vain because it did 
not reflect the reality of a heart fully devoted to God.  And it’s easy to criticise other religions and churches that also 
emphasise elaborate rituals and trust in their ceremonies to make them right with God.  But is it possible that our worship 
this morning could be in vain today?  Is it possible that the things that we do as a church could just become empty 
traditions? 
 

 Is it possible that we welcome each other with a handshake or hug, not because we love each other and want to 
express our unity in Christ, but just because we want people to think we’re nice and friendly? 

 Is it possible that we stand and sing our songs not because we love to worship our God and give him the glory that he 
deserves, but just because the songs are nice and singing is what Christians do? 

 Is it possible that we read and study the Bible together not because we are eager to hear from God and live in keeping 
with his will but rather because it is the right thing to do? 

 Is it possible that we break bread together and drink from the cup just as an empty ceremony that we think pleases 
God? 

 Is it possible that we could give to the work of the church, just because it is expected of us and we want to be seen as 
generous? 

 Is it possible that we pray, not because we really care about people, but because we’re concerned what people will 
think if we don’t?  

 Is it possible that we honour God with our words and actions, but our hearts are far from him?   
 
God is not impressed with external rituals and empty traditions.  He is looking for much more than this from us!  
 
c) But Enthusiastic Love 
God is looking for authentic worship!  He wants us to welcome each other, sing his praises, reading his word, remember his 
Son, give our gifts, pray for others for the right reasons, with the right focus and the right goal.   
 
He wants us to be real with him.  He wants all that we do to reflect the reality of a heart committed and devoted to God.  
God wants us to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your 
strength.” Mark 12:30   
 
That doesn’t mean that if our hearts are cold this morning then we should stop and go home.  But if we’re struggling to 
worship from our hearts, then we need to  humble ourselves before God and ask God to melt our hard hearts and stir up a 
genuine love for him and desire to serve him.  As David prayed:  “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast 
spirit within me.” Psalm 51:10   
 
2. God is Looking for Obedience 
But Jesus didn’t just criticise the Pharisees because their worship was just an outward show.  It was also because their 
traditions were competing with God’s commands.  
 
a) Not to Man-made Traditions 
Jesus said: “Their teachings are but rules taught by men.” Mark 7:7   The rules and traditions that they loved so much were 
simply man-made.   
 



That doesn’t mean that all man-made traditions are wrong.  I grew up in a local independent church that had strong 
traditions over wearing formal clothes to church.  We also had strong traditions over music – we always sang without 
instruments in the morning service from one hymnbook, and with a piano and organ in the evening service from a different 
hymnbook.   
 
In ECF we clearly do things very differently.  And although we like to mix things up now and again, I guess we are also 
forming traditions about when we meet together, how long the service lasts, how we structure the service.  These are not 
biblical commands, but based on what we think works.   
 
In fact a few weeks ago, this truth impacted our girls.  Niamh and Kerry were asking about how we started this church, and 
so Niamh said, “So you just made this church up?”  And to some extent she is right.  The Bible does give clear guidance and 
direction over much of what we do – but there’s also room to adapt these principles to our different situations and cultures.  
That’s one reason why there is so much variety between churches.  
 
b) But to God’s Commands 
So we all have man-made traditions.  But the crucial thing is – what priority do we give to our man-made traditions and how 
do they relate to God’s commands.  The Pharisees’ problem was that they held to their traditions instead of God’s 
commands: Mark 7:8-9: “You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men. 9 And he said 
to them: “You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own traditions!”  
 
They so emphasised their traditions, that they were willing to set aside God’s commands to keep their traditions.  Jesus 
went on to give an example of this: Mark 7:10-12:  “For Moses said, ‘Honour your father and your mother,’ and, ‘Anyone 
who curses his father or mother must be put to death.’ 11 But you say that if a man says to his father or mother: ‘Whatever 
help you might otherwise have received from me is Corban’ (that is, a gift devoted to God), 12 then you no longer let him do 
anything for his father or mother.”  
 
Respecting our parents and doing what we can to care for them is a clear command and priority for God.  This is repeated in 
the New Testament, for example Paul writes: “If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate 
family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” 1 Timothy 5:8  We cannot follow Christ and neglect our 
family at the same time! 
 
But the Pharisees had a tradition that said that a person could dedicate some of their possessions to God – that it is 
“Corban’ (that is, a gift devoted to God)” Mark 7:11.  This meant that these possessions were seen as holy, even if the 
person kept them, and it was not available for ordinary use.   
 
So someone could devote their possessions to God, and then claim that they couldn’t give it to their parents to provide for 
their needs.  They could excuse neglecting their parents for the sake of their tradition!   
 
So this is the problem that Jesus had with their traditions.  They were using the traditions of the elders to excuse themselves 
from obedience to God’s commands:  Jesus said: “Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed 
down. And you do many things like that.”  Mark 7:13  They had completely missed what is important to God.  They put their 
man-made ideas before God’s Word!   
 
And people can do that today.  There’s a story about a pastor of a church who decided that God was calling the church to a 
new vision of what it was to be and do.  So he called together the leadership of the church and presented the new vision 
with as much energy, conviction and passion as he could muster.  But the leadership team were not impressed.  When they 
voted, the vote was 12 against, to 1 for.  All of them voted against the new vision, with only the pastor voting for it.   
"Well,” the chairman said, “it looks like you’ll have to think again.  Would you like to close the meeting in prayer?" 
 
The pastor stood up and prayed, “Lord!...will you not show these people that this is not MY vision but it is YOUR vision!” 
 
At that moment, the clouds darkened, the thunder rolled, and a streak of lightning bursts through the window and struck in 
two the table at which they were sitting, throwing the pastor and all the other leaders to the ground. 
 
After a moment's silence, as they all got up and dusted themselves off, the chairman spoke again.  “Well, still nothing’s 
changed, that's only twelve votes to two now.” 
 
It’s amazing how often we do that with God.  We think we know better.  We’ll give him a say, but we’ll keep the deciding 
vote.  But that will never be honouring to him.  Whatever we are doing, wherever we are, and whatever church tradition we 



come from, we need to be wholeheartedly committed to obeying God’s commands as a first priority.   
 
That’s why the Bible needs to have the final say in our personal and church lives.  As James said, “Do not merely listen to the 
word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” James 1:22  So if our traditions and teachings conflict with God’s 
commands, then we need to discard our ideas and our beliefs and follow God’s Word!   
 
This is how we honour our Lord.  This is how we express our love for him.  As Jesus said: “If you love me, you will obey what 
I command.” John 14:15  
 
3. God is Looking for Purity in our Hearts 
So this helps us to understand the purity that God is looking for.  He is looking for obedience to his commands as the fruit of 
a heart fully devoted to him.  That’s what Jesus taught as he concluded this discussion.   
 
Mark7:14-19: “Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. 15 Nothing 
outside a man can make him ‘unclean’ by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of a man that makes him ‘unclean’.” 
17 After he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about this parable. 18 “Are you so dull?” he 
asked. “Don’t you see that nothing that enters a man from the outside can make him ‘unclean’? 19 For it doesn’t go into his 
heart but into his stomach, and then out of his body.” (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods “clean”.) 
 
a) Not What Goes In 
The Pharisees believed that purity before God was a matter of outward conformity to their rules about washing their hands 
and eating the right foods.  But they were wrong.  What we eat doesn’t contaminate us:  “For it doesn’t go into his heart but 
into his stomach, and then out of his body.” Mark 7:19   
 
It helps us to understand the purpose of the OT food laws for the Jewish nation.  It wasn’t the food that defiled them – but 
their disobedience of God’s commands to be different and distinct from the nations around them!  But under God’s new 
covenant, when there is no barrier between Jew and Gentile, these rules are no longer needed.  As Mark says: “In saying 
this, Jesus declared all foods “clean” Mark 7:19 
 
b) But What Comes Out 
So what matters is not what goes into our mouths, but what comes out of our hearts.  Mark 7:20-23: “He went on: “What 
comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean’. 21 For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual 
immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22 greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. 23 All these evils 
come from inside and make a man ‘unclean’.” 
 
It is these things that make us unclean before a holy God because they reveal the state of our hearts.  They reveal our sinful 
nature and the defilement of our character.  So what God is looking for is not outward observance to rules but internal 
purity revealed in a life lived in obedience to his commands.   
 
Of course this is beyond us.  We can’t cleanse our hearts ourselves.  We cannot attain inner purity through ceremonial 
rituals or religious activities.  We need to realise that in of ourselves we stand guilty and unclean before God!   
 
But if we’ve trusted in Jesus, then God has done for us what we could never do.  Paul says: “You were washed, you were 
sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” 1 Corinthians 6:11  This is 
the miracle of God’s grace through the cross.  God is focussed on our hearts.  He is looking for inner purity – and so he has 
taken us who were contaminated by our sinful nature and he has cleansed us, washed us clean, and given us a new heart 
with new desires and new power to live in accordance with his commands.   
 
Conclusion  
And God is looking for us to live out this reality each day – to worship him from our hearts, to seek to obey his commands, 
because we love him and want to honour him with everything we do!   This is God’s priority, and I pray that each of us will 
be committed to living this out each day, for his glory!   
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