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 We’re back in our study of Mark this morning, and we 

come now to chapter 7.  I’ve entitled this message Tradition versus 

True Worship.  The religious folks think that their traditions and 

customs are true worship, but Jesus shows that they have actually 

substituted one for the other.  They think they’re worshipping God 

and showing their dedication to Him through all of these rituals, 

but Jesus rebukes them for their vain worship.   

 As I read these verses (1-13) notice how many times the 

word “tradition” shows up, and notice how it is contrasted with the 

commandment of God.  I’ll read the passage and pray, and then I’ll 

have four headings.  First, the tradition of the elders.  Second, a 

definition of hypocrisy, and Jesus quotes from Isaiah to give this 

definition.  Third, an illustration of hypocrisy, and Jesus contrasts 

what Moses said with what the religious leaders say.  And finally, 

we’ll talk about true worship.   

 

The Tradition of the Elders 

 In verses 1-5 we get a picture of what the tradition of the 

elders looked like in everyday life.  The situation here has to do 

with hand washing.  It reminds us of three incidents that happened 

in chapter 2.  First, the religious leaders ask, “Why does he eat 

with tax collectors and sinners?”  In the next section, they ask 

Jesus, “Why do John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees 

fast, but your disciples do not fast?”  And then, when the disciples 

were plucking heads of grain on the Sabbath, the Pharisees ask, 

“Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?”  

The Pharisees are always on the lookout for something they can 

criticize Jesus for.  They’re always looking for some way to 

discredit Him, question Him, undermine His authority, malign His 

reputation.  They want to show that they are more spiritual than 

Jesus.  They are more devoted followers of Yahweh.  They’re 

better than Jesus and His disciples.  They should be trusted.  They 

should be followed.  And Jesus should be rejected.  Here in chapter 

7 they seize another opportunity, only to be rebuked again and 

silenced again by Jesus.   Notice, too, where they come from.  

Jerusalem.  At least some of the scribes had come from Jerusalem.  

And do you remember what happened the last time a group of 

scribes came from Jerusalem?  They accused Jesus of being 

possessed by Beelzebul.  That was in chapter 3:22.  This shows 

that Jesus is getting national attention and national opposition.  It’s 

not just the local scribes who are challenging Jesus, but they’re 
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even sending down the big wigs from Jerusalem to question Jesus 

and challenge His actions.     

 What is it exactly that they’re challenging on this 

occassion?  The Pharisees and scribes notice that Jesus’ disciples 

are eating with defiled hands, that is, unwashed.  Now, I have to 

say right away that this is not about hygiene.  It’s not about getting 

the germs off your hands.  It’s not like the Pharisees were the ones 

carrying around the H1N1 signs reminding everyone to wash their 

hands.  This is something completely different.  I can just imagine 

the conversation before mealtime.  A mother instructs her son to 

wash his hands and come to the table, and the child says, “But 

Jesus said I don’t have to wash my hands.”  Children, that is not 

the lesson you should take from this passage.  The kind of hand-

washing that these people were practicing was a ceremonial hand-

washing.  It was a religious ritual.  It had to do with ritual purity.    

 Verses 3-4 explain this a bit more, and the fact that Mark 

puts this explanation in here shows that he has a Gentile audience 

in mind.  In Matthew’s account, this part isn’t there, because he 

was writing to a Jewish audience who knew all about this stuff (see 

Matthew 15:1-9).  But Mark has to explain it, because the Gentiles 

to whom he was writing would not have understood this.  Verse 3 

tells us that this hand washing was part of the tradition of the 

elders.  They wouldn’t eat unless they washed their hands.  But 

that’s just one rule that was part of the tradition of the elders.  

Also, verse 4, if they would come back from the marketplace, they 

wouldn’t eat unless they washed.  And then it says, “And there are 

many other traditions that they observe, such as the washing of 

cups and pots and copper vessels and dining couches.”  That’s a lot 

of washing.  That’s a lot of tradition.  Those are a lot of rules to 

follow.   

 Where did all these rules come from?  Was this stuff in the 

Old Testament?  Yes and no.  There were some laws about 

washing in the Old Testament, but the tradition of the elders 

expanded on those laws and created a whole system of these rules 

for everyone to follow.  For instance, in the Old Testament there 

are instructions to the priests about washing their hands and their 

feet (Exodus 30:19; 40:31-32).  But then the tradition developed 

that all the people should do this.  It was a way of being extra holy.  

It was something to put on your spiritual to-do list, and if you 

could keep up with the to-do list, the tradition of the elders, then 

you could pat yourself on the back and say, Well done.  That’s 

how it worked.  The tradition of the elders were rules that added to 

the laws of Scripture.  They were an attempt to be extra careful and 

extra holy, so as not to even come close to disobeying any of the 

explicit commands of Scripture.   
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 William Lane writes, “In areas where the Law was silent 

the tradition was vocal, drawing the conclusions felt to be implicit 

in the mandates of the written code.  The result was a vast legal 

complex, oral in form but definite in formulation, which was 

entrusted to the scribes, the recognized interpreters of the Law, and 

was regarded as binding upon all Israel.”
1
  The tradition was seen 

as a fence around the Law.  They knew they wanted to keep the 

Law.  They didn’t want to violate what the Law commanded them 

to do.  So they thought, in order to do that we’ll build a fence 

around the Law.  We’ll go above and beyond the Law.  We’ll be 

extra careful, extra holy.  We’ll even think through every 

conceivable situation and specify requirements for how those 

situations should be handled.  They were seeking to apply the Law 

to everyday life, which doesn’t sound like a wicked project.  But 

then the tradition that developed came to be seen as on par with the 

Law itself.  And as Jesus points out here, they were actually 

rejecting the commandment of God in their adherence to the 

tradition.   

 

A Definition of Hypocrisy 

 This leads us to Jesus’ response to the question.  Verses 1-4 

describe the situation.  Verse 5 records the question that the 

Pharisees and scribes posed to Jesus.  And then the rest of our 

passage for this morning is Jesus’ response to them.  First He gives 

them a definition of hypocrisy, and then He gives them an 

illustration of their hypocrisy.  In verses 6-7 He quotes from Isaiah 

29:13.  And in introducing the quotation, He uses a very severe 

word to describe His opponents.  He calls them hypocrites.  It’s a 

word that comes from the theater, where the actors would wear 

various masks as they played different parts.  It means pretender.  

So when it is used outside of the theater context, it refers to a 

duplicitous, insincere person.  It’s a very strong rebuke that Jesus 

is leveling against the Pharisees and scribes.  They come as 

religious overachievers, looking down their noses at Jesus and His 

disciples, and Jesus tells them that they’re just a bunch of poseurs.  

They posture themselves as the super spiritual heroes of society.  

Puffed up with pride, they think that they are setting the pace for 

true religion.  They think that their lives serve as the very 

definition of true worship.  And Jesus tells them, your so-called 

worship is no worship at all.  It’s empty.  It’s vain.  You’re just 

pretenders.   

 The words of Isaiah 29:13 provide a definition of hypocrisy 

and are the perfect way of describing the hypocrisy of these 

religious leaders.  We shouldn’t be surprised that in Isaiah’s day, 

as in Jesus’ day, as in our day, there has been hypocrisy.  So Jesus 

                                                 
1
 William Lane, The Gospel of Mark, 245. 
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chooses to quote some words that the Pharisees and scribes would 

have been familiar with from the great prophet Isaiah, and Jesus 

applies it to them.  Isaiah was speaking of people just like you 

when he said, “This people honors me with their lips, but their 

heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as 

doctrines the commandments of men.”  That’s a definition of 

hypocrisy.  That’s a definition of empty worship as opposed to true 

worship.  This reveals the vast chasm that separates tradition from 

true worship.  They thought they were worshiping God.  But in 

reality they were worshiping their tradition.   

 They were teaching as doctrines the commandments of 

men.  They were holding up their tradition (commandments of 

men), rather than the commandment of God.  That’s what Jesus 

makes clear in verse 8.  They have abandoned the one for the 

other.  They have left the commandment of God for the sake of 

holding up their tradition.  And how does this manifest itself?  As 

Isaiah’s words describe, it involves giving lip-service to God.  It 

involves external things.  There is an outward form of worship.  

But it is only pretending.  It is merely external, because the heart 

remains far from God.  That’s the key to the definition of 

hypocrisy here.  There is lip-service, but no heartfelt worship.  It is 

empty and vain, because the heart is not in it.      

 Where’s your heart this morning?  Are you here today as a 

way of checking a box on your spiritual report card?  Is coming to 

church like ceremonial hand-washing for you?  Or reading your 

Bible, or praying, or giving financially to the church, or helping 

someone, or not watching certain movies, or not listening to certain 

music?  What are the things you’re tempted to turn into traditions 

of men and treat as though they are the standard and source of your 

righteousness?  What are the things we have substituted for 

washing cups and pots and copper vessels and dining couches?  

They had their lists.  We are just as prone to developing our own 

lists.   

 We may have some very good things on our lists.  Reading 

the Bible, praying, being generous, helping others, being wise 

about the things we watch and listen to—these are good things.  

But the question is: where is my heart?  Do I see these things as a 

way of expanding my heart’s capacity to love and enjoy God?  

That’s real worship.  That’s heartfelt worship.  Or do I see these 

things as a list of chores that I must do, and if I do them well 

(according to how I define well), then I can use my list as a way of 

comparing myself to others and elevating myself above others.  

That’s what the Pharisees and scribes were doing.  And that’s what 

we do when we define our worship in terms of certain external 

activities.  Ask yourself today: where is my heart?  In all the things 

that I’m doing, where is my heart.  Am I honoring God with my 
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lips while my heart is far from Him?  Or am I doing these things 

out of the overflow of my heart’s delight in God?  That’s the fight 

of faith—to do what we ought to do and to do those things not 

merely as a duty, but as a delight.        

 

An Illustration of Hypocrisy 
 The second part of Jesus’ response is in verses 9-13, and 

here He provides a concrete illustration of hypocrisy.  He has given 

them a definition of hypocrisy from Isaiah, and now He’s going to 

quote from Moses, from the Ten Commandments, and then 

contrast that with the practice of Corban.  Both in verse 8 and in 

verse 9 Jesus contrasts the commandment of God and the tradition 

of men.  He says in verse 8, “You leave the commandment of God 

and hold to the tradition of men.”  Then He says, with sarcasm, 

“You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in 

order to establish your tradition!”  He wants to get the point across 

loud and clear.  He’s going to say the same thing a third time in 

verse 13: “thus making void the word of God by your tradition that 

you have handed down.”  Jesus is making a very clear distinction 

between God’s Word and their tradition.  And He wants them to 

see that the two are not in harmony, as they may suppose, but are 

diametrically opposed.  The contrast is evident also in verses 10-

11, where Jesus pits Moses against the Pharisees and scribes.  

Verse 10, “Moses said.”  Verse 12, “But you say.”  And the 

message is, What you say contradicts what Moses says.  Your 

tradition makes void the word of God.  That’s a serious accusation.   

 Let’s look at what the specific illustration is.  First Jesus 

quotes from the Ten Commandments, from Exodus 20:12: “Honor 

your father and your mother.”  Then, to emphasize the weight of 

that command, Jesus also includes this other quote from the 

Pentateuch, which can be found in Exodus 21:17 and Leviticus 

20:9.  Not only is there the positive command to honor your father 

and your mother, there is also the negative command that those 

who curse father or mother must surely die.  Of course, the 

Pharisees and scribes are extremely familiar with all of these Old 

Testament commandments.  And Jesus wants to state them plainly 

in order to give them an illustration of their hypocrisy.  In verse 10, 

with these two quotations from Moses, Jesus gives them the 

commandments of God.  And then in verses 11-12 He is going to 

show them how they have rejected the commandments of God in 

order to establish their tradition.  He is going to show them how 

they have made void the word of God by their tradition that they 

have handed down. 

 Here’s what Jesus says in verses 11-12, “But you say, ‘If a 

man tells his father or his mother, ‘Whatever you would have 
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gained from me is Corban’ (that is, given to God)—then you no 

longer permit him to do anything for his father or mother.” 

 Here’s the situation.  The custom of Corban goes back to 

Leviticus 27:28, which says, “But no devoted thing that a man 

devotes to the Lord . . . shall be sold or redeemed, it shall be sold at 

the valuation.”  People could devote things to the Lord.  They 

could give gifts to God.  They could even devote all of their 

possessions to the Lord.  And here’s the loophole.  That didn’t 

necessarily mean that you gave up those possessions immediately.  

It was more like writing it into your will—“when I die, all of my 

possessions will be turned over to the temple.”  That’s the vow a 

person would be making when they declared their possessions to 

be Corban.  It may have seemed very spiritual, but it was actually 

used as a way to dishonor one’s parents.  It was understood that 

part of honoring one’s parents was to support them financially in 

their old age.  But the Pharisees and scribes had found a way to 

relieve people of that obligation.  If they devoted their possessions 

to the temple, then they wouldn’t be obligated (indeed, they could 

not) use any of their possessions to support their parents.  The 

individual could still enjoy all the benefits of his possessions for 

the duration of his life, but he could not give any of it to his 

parents.   

Do you see how sneaky this is?  To give the appearance of 

being super spiritual, when in reality the action is motivated by 

greed and selfishness?!  They had developed their tradition, and 

could even cite verses to support their tradition.  But what they had 

actually done is made the word of God void by their tradition.  

They used the concept of Corban to nullify the clear 

commandment to honor one’s father and mother.   

Before we condemn them too harshly, we need to consider 

how we might be doing similar things.  In what ways do we look 

for things in God’s Word that help us to justify our greed or 

selfishness or immorality?  This happens all the time.  We can 

twist Scripture to make it say what we want it to say.  We can find 

the loophole that will allow us to do the thing we want to do.  And 

the scary thing is that we can even make it seem very spiritual.  

What might that look like in your life, in my life?   

This shows us the importance of humility and repentance.  

When the words of Jesus confront us like this, we need to be eager 

to acknowledge our Scripture-twisting tendencies and turn away 

from those sins.  This also shows us the importance of the church.  

It shows us the importance of having Christian brothers and sisters 

around us who can speak the truth in love to us and tell us when 

we have hijacked the word of God to make it serve our selfish 

purposes.                
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True Worship 

 I want to conclude by talking about true worship.  Jesus 

accuses the Pharisees and scribes of being hypocrites and of 

worshiping in vain.  And we’ve seen both a definition and a clear 

illustration of this hypocritical, vain worship.  So what is true 

worship?  Well, we can go back to the definition of hypocrisy from 

the Isaiah quotation, and say that true worship is the opposite of 

that.  If hypocrisy is honoring God with your lips while your heart 

is far from Him, then true worship is honoring God with your 

whole being, while your heart is near to Him. 

 The question, then, that should be on each of our hearts 

right now is: How does that happen?  How does a person come to 

the place where they are honoring God, not just with their lips, but 

really, truly, wholeheartedly?  How does it happen that a person’s 

heart is near to God?  We know what it does not look like?  When 

people are so concerned with washing their hands and washing 

their cups and pots and who you eat with and how often you fast 

and what you do on the Sabbath—that’s the picture we get from 

the Pharisees, and that’s what Jesus calls hypocritical, empty 

worship.  And that sounds exhausting, doesn’t it?  It is exhausting.  

And many of us can identify with that exhaustion, if we’re honest 

with ourselves.  We get our list of spiritual tasks, and work away at 

them, and we feel good when we’ve checked some things off that 

list, and we feel bad when there are things left to be done, and we 

feel prideful when our list exceeds someone else’s list, and we feel 

depressed when someone else’s list exceeds ours.  That’s the trap 

of legalism and hypocrisy.   

 Donald Whitney, in his book Spiritual Disciplines for the 

Christian Life, says that “if worship wearies you, you aren’t really 

worshiping.”
2
  That’s a good test for us.  If Bible reading and 

prayer and fellowship with other believers and corporate worship 

and serving others always feels like a burden, if it always seems 

depleting, then we’re doing what the Pharisees did.  When we’re 

involved in true worship, it will not be a burden but a delight.  It 

will not be depleting but life-giving.  It will not be prideful, but 

humble.  It will not be depressing, but uplifting.    

 So how does it happen?  How does a person truly worship?  

And the temptation here is just to create another list.  If you do x, y, 

and z, then you’ll be engaged in true worship.  That’s not what I’m 

going to tell you.  I am going to tell you some things you need to 

do, but first I’m going to tell you where true worship begins.  True 

worship begins with regeneration.  We cannot make ourselves into 

true worshipers of God.  We all worship something, but apart from 

God’s regenerating work in our hearts, we will worship everything 

other than God.  We worship self and success and money and sex 

                                                 
2
 Donald Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, page 90. 
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and power and comfort.  That is how our hearts are programmed 

because of our sinful nature. 

 But in the hearts of the elect, God does an amazing miracle 

by the power of His sovereign grace.  He changes our hearts.  He 

pulls out the heart of stone that was there, and He gives us a heart 

of flesh (Ezekiel 36:26).  He gives us new affections, new desires.  

He gives us a heart that desires to be near Him.  Not just a desire to 

do certain external things that seem spiritual and might impress 

other people, but a heartfelt desire to delight in the beauty of God’s 

greatness.  That’s the first line of our mission statement, and it’s a 

concise definition of true worship.  And it only happens when God 

regenerates a person.  Left to ourselves, we delight in anything but 

God.  But when God opens the eyes of our hearts to see the beauty 

of His greatness, then we delight in Him above all else.  We come 

to despise our sin and turn away from our sin and instead put our 

hope in the cross of Christ and what He has accomplished for us.  

That is true worship. 

 True worship begins with regeneration.  Then we persevere 

in true worship only by the grace of God, and the grace of God 

comes to us through various means.  Chief among these means of 

grace are the Word of God, prayer, fellowship.  As Tom Dyba, one 

of the other elders here, has talked about, we listen to the Father in 

His Word, we talk to the Father in prayer, and we get together with 

the rest of the family for fellowship and corporate worship.  These 

are aspects of the Christian life that are God’s means of grace to 

us.  And these are the things that spur us on in true worship. 

 So I close by encouraging us, not with a list, but with a 

prayer—a plea to God to do this miraculous work in our hearts, 

that we might desire Him and delight in Him above all else, that 

our desire for other things will diminish and our desire for Him 

will intensify, that we will turn away from things that are unworthy 

of our worship and will leave us miserable and turn to Him who is 

most worthy of our worship and will bring us everlasting and 

unspeakable joy.  


