
Thought for the Day Mark 7: 1-23 

Today’s reading from the gospel according to St Mark is sandwiched between stories 
of Jesus’ power to do miraculous works and people’s response to his display of 
power. 

We have heard in recent weeks about the feeding of the five thousand, Jesus 
walking on water, and the healing of the sick in Gennesaret. The concluding verse of 
chapter 6 reads, “And wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the 
sick in the marketplaces, and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his 
cloak; and all who touched it were healed” (6:56 NRSV). 

Immediately following this passage Mark tells of Jesus’ ministry with Gentiles, the 
healing of the Syrophoenician woman’s daughter, travel through Tyre, Sidon, and the 
Decapolis (or “Ten Cities”), the healing of a deaf man in the Decapolis, and the 
feeding of the four thousand in the desert. 

So it’s interesting that the Pharisees when they come to Jesus, don’t focus on the big 
picture but go straight the detail.  They don’t marvel at the wonderful things he has 
done, they criticise his disciples for not obeying the Jewish laws of purification. 

It seems a bit harsh because the Pharisees say that every Jew must keep to their 
rules.  However if we look at scripture that’s not strictly the case. Jewish law is quite 
detailed as set out in Deuteronomy for example, but it does leave room for 
interpretation in many situations.  

The Pharisees, out of a desire to obey God, established rules to clarify the law in 
those situations. Their findings became known as the ‘tradition of the elders’. As with 
most religious traditions as time passed, they became a surrogate law that Jewish 
leaders regarded as if it were scripture and maybe the line between God’s law and 
human opinion became a little blurred.  

If we look at Exodus hand washing is required by the priests before going into the 
sacred spaces, including going near to the altar.  Somehow over time it became 
tradition that this ritual cleansing took place before eating anything, and so the 
Pharisees called out anyone they saw breaking that tradition as if they were breaking 
the law of the Torah.  

Jesus responds harshly and accuses the Pharisees of going through the motions of 
their duty, observing all the traditions but not doing it with conviction, and forgetting 
to keep God at the centre of all that they do. This must have been really difficult to 
hear and probably quite hurtful.  It would be like telling your vicar that they don’t love 
God.  A pretty damning and very bold thing to do. 

This passage is another example of where Jesus is at loggerheads with authority. He 
is not disputing the law of the Torah, but he is challenging the traditions that have 
grown up around the law, challenging the way in which the law is interpreted and 
then applied.  And, of course, the challenging of church traditions didn’t end with 
Jesus’ ministry.  Significant examples of this include the break from Rome in the time 



of Henry VIII, and the disestablishment of the Church in Wales in 1920, and it’s still 
happening today.  

The teaching from Jesus described in Mark’s gospel is profound. What Jesus is 
telling Pharisees is that what matters to God is what is on the inside of us, not what’s 
on the outside.  

Jesus flips the narrative from piety – honouring God through the performance of 
religious duties – to ethical behaviour – honouring God through the way we behave 
towards others. As St Matthew reminds us we need to be especially mindful of 
thoughts and feelings that give rise to unethical behaviour in our relationships with 
family, friends and neighbours. It is those thoughts and feelings, conceived and 
nurtured in our hearts that give rise to truly serious sins.  

This is an important message for us in our world of consumerism and greed.  With so 
many things available at the touch of a button, it’s easy to get caught up with 
trappings, or ‘traditions’ of modern culture.  You have Sky and BT Sports, but really 
you haven’t got Netflix?   We need to guard against these distractions and the 
excesses that can come with them.  That’s why Jesus did not argue against the law.  
Scriptural laws and teachings are vitally important to living our lives as Christians.  
They are not easy to live up to, but if we try our best, and learn from our mistakes, 
Jesus loves us and forgives us through his grace.  

 

 


