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We tend to be quite reliant on rules and regulations in our daily lives.  

From times of making up rules for membership and conduct of “secret 

clubs” in our childhood, to following rules of games and sports we learn 

to play, to founding rules of societies and associations, to the laws that 

govern our nation, rules and regulations are all around us.  We rely on 

them for guidance, for security, to keep us on the straight and narrow 

and to help maintain founding principles, as well as to help us judge 

difficult situations easily.   

 

Our reading from Deuteronomy also outlines the vital significance of 

God’s laws and decrees for his people Israel, as they stand with Moses 

and look across to the land God has promised them.  In response to 

God’s long-standing gracious presence and provision, the people are 

called to hold faithfully to the laws and decrees that witness to their 

belonging to him.  The laws are designed to offer spiritual blessing and 

wholeness of life and well-being in their relationship with God and with 

each other.  They form the basis for remaining an upright, 

compassionate people who honour the majesty and faithfulness and 

love of their God.  Laws of purity accompany instructions for justice and 

social charity (Deuteronomy 24:14-22; Leviticus 19:11-18).  And 

furthermore, observing the decrees and laws is missional.  Surrounding 

nations would be drawn by the evidence of God’s unique presence with 

his people resulting in the practical wisdom and understanding of a well-

ordered and peaceful society (vv.6-8).   



 

So the law is precious and is intended to impart life.  For some, the 

greatness of the law lay in the very fact that it covered all the trivia of life 

and of creation.  It brings the whole of life under the authority of God.  

Judaism lifted up the whole of life to the same level as worship.  In all its 

life and practices, there was the encouragement to be holy as the Lord 

God is holy (Leviticus 19:2). 

 

It was perhaps in an earnest attempt to take this even further, that the 

Pharisees developed their additional teachings.  They developed a body 

of detailed non-biblical traditions about how to observe the law more and 

more strictly and even sought to encourage ordinary Jews to follow 

practices formerly assigned only to the priestly orders. 

 

The trouble with all this, as we come to our passage in Mark’s Gospel, is 

that these additional teachings can begin to supercede and even 

contravene God’s word.  It is for this that Jesus berates the Pharisees.  

In pursuing their own traditions, they have let go of the commands of 

God (Mark 7:8).  They have displaced the true essence of the law that 

harnassed purity and compassion.  As Jesus says, they honour God 

with their lips and words, but their hearts are far from him and his ways 

(v.6b).  At some point when strict rules and legalism take over, mercy 

and compassion disappear.   

 

Behind the Pharisees’ strict traditions, we might also discern an agenda 

of exclusivity.  The Jews in Israel were a vulnerable, occupied nation 

and the Pharisees could encourage a stance of passive revolt in 

promoting traditions that preserved Jewish identity and built a wall 

around their unique place of finding favour with God. 



 

But in this passage, we can see Mark at pains to dispel any such claim 

to God’s exclusive favour.  As we saw earlier in studying Mark’s Gospel, 

Mark was writing to a young church of mainly non-Jewish background, 

possibly in Rome.  We can see clues of that here, in the little explanatory 

asides that he offers to help explain Jewish practices of ritual cleansing 

to those who would have been largely unfamiliar with them.  In his 

Gospel, this passage marks a transition in location for Jesus’s ministry, 

away from the Jewish community and towards the Gentile community for 

a time.  And through the passage with its argument and interactions, 

there is an underlying message of affirmation for Gentile believers.  In 

Jesus’s words there is the announcement and offer of something new 

happening: of favour with God now to be found for all, Jew and Gentile 

alike, beyond the law in the freedom of faith in Jesus Christ. 

 

Jesus’s basic teaching that nothing outside a person can make them 

‘unclean’ by going into them (but rather what comes out of the person 

makes them ‘unclean’,) would have been quite shocking to Jews present 

who have so meticulously followed the purity of the food laws.  We can 

imagine stunned silence or sharp intakes of breath amongst those 

listening to his words.  Quite startlingly, Jesus dares to declare that all 

foods are touchable and clean.  But far beyond that, continuing the wider 

frame of reference and its implications, he is declaring outcasts, 

including Gentiles, as touchable and clean.   

 

Interestingly, we are probably hearing overtones here of the debate and 

tensions that rumbled on in Mark’s time in the early church over the 

place of the law and what might be regarded as clean or unclean, as the 

gospel went out to both Jews and Gentiles (Acts 10:9-48; Galatians 2).  



What became more and more evident then and accepted by the 

leadership of the church, is woven into what is emphasised here by Mark 

for his readers.  There are no restrictions remaining, but all, Jew and 

Gentile alike, on equal footing are called to acknowledge the real, 

universal problem of the wayward human heart.  It is this towards which 

the purity laws pointed - the enduring dark well of the human heart from 

which flows every evil thought and act.1  For Jew or Gentile, this is what 

is so in need of deep inner transformation and it is faith in Jesus Christ 

that truly makes this possible.   

 

One commentator I looked at this week, told of a church he knew that 

had a pair of stained-glass windows, representing the Old Testament 

and the New.  The windows are named ‘Law’ and ‘Love’.  The writer 

commented that as Christians we often draw a stark contrast between 

the Old and New Testament, between these two phases of God’s 

unfolding purpose, and yet we find continuity also.  The Old Testament 

may be seen “as a story without an ending, yearning for a promise that 

waits beyond the horizon.  The Old Testament is thirst; the New is 

water.”  We discern “God’s purposes moving on, not from law to love, 

but from a provisional arrangement to a longer-term and firmer 

promise.”2  Rowan Williams further comments: “When we grasp that the 

God who is present in and as Jesus is after all the same God who has 

been at work throughout, we can begin to piece together the full 

picture.”3  The Old Testament “spoke of purity, and set up codes as 

signposts to it;” but Jesus offers the answer, the reality.4  Through his 

oneness with God, he is able to secure for us oneness with God, no 
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longer with detailed lists of rituals to follow, but through the living, 

transforming presence of the Holy Spirit within. 

 

As diligently as faithful Jews would have sought to follow the laws of 

purity, so there is still a need for us to be diligent in allowing the shaping 

work of the Holy Spirit within.  Through the list of evils Jesus gives 

(vv.21-22), we recall his words in the Sermon on the Mount which 

constantly sets the bar very high in truly getting our heart right before 

God, remaining freshly aware of his holiness.  But our abiding inspiration 

remains the gracious love of Christ by which we wholeheartedly and 

freely allow him to take all we are and quietly mould his likeness in us.  

As Rowan Williams concludes: “This Gospel is a book about faith, and 

more specifically about that fundamental aspect of faith which is the 

trustful letting go into a love that is completely surprising and works 

completely by its own rules, not [ours].”5  As we wholeheartedly trust in 

Christ, we will forever be overwhelmed by the creative abundance of 

grace. 

 

I finish with what is a wider issue that stems from our passage in Mark.  

It was a wider issue for Jesus and the Pharisees, as also for ourselves 

and that is: who speaks for God today?  Who is offering a way of life that 

honours God in our day?6 

In part, Jesus invokes the OT law in the face of the Pharisees’ “human 

tradition”, as that which upholds and restores God’s true intended justice 

and compassion.  In part also, however, in viewing the bigger picture, 

Jesus reveals how God’s purpose is always moving on, and God can 
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impart new things that we need to be open to hear and grasp so as to be 

moving on with him.   

 

In our day, when do we need to hold firmly to past revelation in order to 

honour God faithfully in our changing culture?  When do we need to 

guard against that, because in so doing we miss God’s new voice for the 

different situation today?  It’s an ongoing dilemma we face and we can 

be sure that with the vastly differing perspectives expressed across our 

wide Church, we will need to learn to understand with humility and 

sympathy those whose response is different to ours. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


