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 Mark 7:14-23 is a continuation of last week’s passage.  

Last week we learned about the tradition of the elders that the 

Pharisees and scribes were so adamant about.  And then we saw 

how Jesus rebuked them for elevating their tradition above the 

word of God.  He showed them their hypocrisy in doing this.  He 

gave them a definition of hypocrisy in the quotation from Isaiah, 

and He also illustrated their hypocrisy by quoting from Moses and 

contrasting that with their practice of Corban.  I concluded last 

week’s sermon by talking about true worship as opposed to 

hypocrisy.  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 and with a heart that is drawing near to Him.  And for 

true worship to happen, there has to be regeneration.  God has to 

give a person a new heart, a heart that will draw near to Him, a 

heart that will despise sin and repent of sin and turn away from sin, 

a heart that will see the beauty of who God is and delight in Him 

and rest in Him and obey Him.   

 The continuation of this passage, which we have before us 

this morning, contains another very important aspect of this 

teaching.  The passage began, in verses 1-5, with a question about 

hand-washing (i.e., ceremonial purity).  The Pharisees and scribes 

had all their rituals for being ceremonially clean, for remaining 

undefiled.  And they were appalled that Jesus and His disciples did 

not uphold their tradition.  Jesus then responded to them by telling 

them that their tradition was at odds with the commandments of 

God.  They had actually rejected the commandment of God.  Their 

allegiance to their own tradition was vain worship.  They accused 

Jesus’ disciples of having defiled hands.  Jesus accused them of 

hypocritical, vain worship.   

 What He goes on to say in verses 14-23 gives a further 

explanation of where real defilement comes from.  Jesus told the 

Pharisees and scribes directly that they were hypocrites, and He 

defined that for them and illustrated for them how it was playing 

out in their own tradition.  And now, beginning in verse 14, He 

says some really important things to help us understand this on an 

even deeper level.  He has exposed the hypocrisy of the Pharisees’ 

tradition.  Now He shows why it is misguided at its very core.   

 The key question is, From where does defilement come?  

What is it that defiles a person?  There are two possible answers.  

Either it comes from outside of us or from inside of us.  The things 

that defile us, that make us unclean, that make us unholy, that 

separate us from God—do those things come from outside of us or 
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from inside of us?  For the Pharisees and scribes, they assumed 

that defilement came from the outside.  There are unclean things 

out there, and if I can just keep from touching any of those things, 

and make sure that those things don’t touch me, and if I wash 

enough and uphold all the traditions, then I will remain clean. 

 This assumption goes right along with their hypocritical, 

legalistic religion.  It’s an assumption that fits nicely with prideful, 

works-based righteousness.  Core belief #1: I am essentially good.  

Whether it’s explicitly stated or not, that’s the functional position.  

I’m good.  I’m clean.  I’m righteous.  Core belief #2: There is a lot 

of evil out there.  There’s wickedness in the culture.  There’s 

wickedness on TV.  There’s wickedness on the radio.  There’s 

wickedness on the internet.  There’s wickedness in the schools and 

universities.  There’s all kinds of wickedness out there, and it’s 

trying to get me.  And if it gets me, then I’ll be defiled.  If that 

wickedness gets into my home, or my community, or my kids’ 

school, or, God-forbid, into my church, then I’ll be ruined.  If that 

outside evil touches my life in some way, then I’ll feel spiritually 

dirty.  And I’ll want to do something to make myself feel 

spiritually clean again.  And I’ll want to build up the walls even 

higher around me so that I don’t come into contact with that nasty 

stuff ever again.  Do you see how it works?  Can you identify with 

it at all?  When we operate with those assumptions—1) that we are 

essentially good, and 2) that all wickedness exists out there—then 

legalistic separation will be our religion.   

 Let’s see what Jesus has to say about this.  At some point 

after the interaction with the Pharisees and scribes who came to 

challenge Him, Jesus calls the people to Him again, and He lets 

them know that He has something important to say.  He says, 

“Hear me, all of you, and understand.”  Then He begins, and verse 

15 summarizes the two main points that He is going to expand on 

in the following verses.  There are two related points.  First, “there 

is nothing outside a person that by going into him can defile him.”  

And second, “the things that come out of a person are what defile 

him.”  Jesus has two clear points, and each of them touches on a 

fundamental assumption of self-righteous, legalistic religion.  First 

of all, it’s not the things out there that defile you.  The main 

problem is not out there.  And we ask, Well where, then, is the 

problem.  The answer comes as quite a shocker, and quite a blow 

to one’s ego: the main problem is actually in your own heart.  The 

evil things that defile you come from within you.  These are the 

two points.  Nothing outside a person defiles him.  Rather, it’s 

what is inside that defiles.  Let’s look at these points one by one, as 

Jesus expands on them in this passage. 
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Nothing outside a Person Defiles Him (verses 17-19) 

 Verses 17-19 further explain the first point.  Nothing 

outside a person defiles him.  The explanation is prompted by the 

disciples’ question.  Jesus told everyone in verse 14 to hear and 

understand.  But the disciples don’t quite understand, and Jesus 

rebukes them for their lack of understanding.  But He also gives 

them further explanation, so that they might gain understanding.  

He uses a very simple example to show that defilement is not about 

external things.  It’s not about washing your hands.  It’s not about 

what foods you eat.  It’s not about external things that you might 

come in contact with.  The simple example is this: you eat food, 

and the food passes through you and out of you without entering 

your heart.  Starting in the middle of verse 18, “Do you not see that 

whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him?”  

That’s the point Jesus is making.  Then He gives the basis for that 

statement in verse 19.  Here’s why the things outside cannot defile: 

“since it enters not his heart but his stomach, and is expelled.”  In 

other words, foods from the outside do not defile, because they 

don’t come into contact with the heart.  The physical food that 

comes into our bodies and goes out of our bodies has to do with the 

physical aspect of who we are, not the moral / spiritual aspect of 

who we are.  It has to do with the stomach, not the heart.   

 The Pharisees and scribes had made things about externals 

and had thus disengaged their hearts.  Remember the definition of 

hypocrisy that Jesus quoted from Isaiah back in verse 6?  “This 

people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me.”  

Their focus was on external things, physical things.  And as they 

focused so intensely on those things, their hearts were far from 

God.  Jesus stresses the importance of the heart.  This is why 

external, physical things do not defile: because they don’t affect 

the heart.   

 Jesus has already been modeling this truth in His ministry, 

and it has greatly offended those religious leaders who are so 

fiercely opposing Him.  In chapter 1 Jesus stretched out his hand 

and touched a leper.  In chapter 5 the woman with the issue of 

blood touched Jesus, and He healed her.  Then right after that Jesus 

continued on to Jairus’s house and touched a corpse.  Jairus’s 

daughter lay there dead, and Jesus took her hand and then raised 

her from the dead.  These are actions that render a person 

ceremonially unclean.  And this kind of thing will continue in 

Jesus’ ministry.  In the passage we’ll study next week Jesus comes 

into contact with a Gentile woman whose daughter has an unclean 

spirit.  These are all things that the Pharisees and scribes wouldn’t 

touch with a 10-foot pole.  They think that they’ll be defiled by all 

these things.  But Jesus shows that it is not so.  And He says that it 
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is not so.  The main problem is not out there.  That’s the first 

crucial point that Jesus makes here. 

 Before Mark moves on to record Jesus’ explanation of the 

second point, he adds another parenthetical statement.  Back in 

verses 3-4 he inserted a parenthetical explanation for his Gentile 

readers, and now Mark inserts another statement—an extremely 

important one.  At the end of verse 19 Mark adds, “Thus he 

declared all foods clean.”  That is a big deal, and Mark doesn’t 

want us to miss it.  Mark is saying, Do you realize what Jesus did 

when He said that?  He declared all foods clean.  You might say, 

What is the big deal?  The big deal is that Jesus declaring all foods 

clean means that the cleanliness laws of the Old Testament are 

now obsolete.  The food regulations have come to an end.  That is 

huge, especially if you put yourself in the shoes of the Pharisees 

and scribes.  The ceremonial laws of the Old Testament is what 

they lived for.  Their lives revolved around clean and unclean 

foods, washing your hands, washing the pots and cups and copper 

vessels, keeping the Sabbath, etc.  So for Jesus to declare all foods 

clean would have completely blown their minds.   

 Now think about a question that might come up at this 

point.  Just a few verses earlier Jesus quoted from Isaiah and 

quoted from Moses in the Ten Commandments, and He quoted 

from those passages in the Old Testament recognizing their 

authority.  But now it might be said of Jesus that He is 

undermining the authority of the Old Testament.  He seems to be 

going directly against things the Old Testament commanded.  

According to Leviticus 11, not all foods are clean.  But now Jesus 

comes along and declares all foods clean.  What’s going on? 

 What we’re seeing here is the same thing we saw at the end 

of Mark 2 where Jesus said, “the Son of Man is lord even of the 

Sabbath.”  The Sabbath was a pointer to Christ.  We are to find our 

rest in Christ.  And therefore when Christ came, the Sabbath found 

its fulfillment in Him.  And the same thing is true of the laws about 

clean and unclean.  This, too, was an Old Testament pointer to 

Christ.  We are in need of being cleansed.  But if you get too 

fixated on the pointer, you’ll never realize what it’s pointing to.  

And that’s the problem the Pharisees had with the Sabbath and the 

food laws and cleanliness laws.  These things point to Christ.  They 

are fulfilled in Christ.  And they’re meant to teach us something 

much deeper than the external things the Pharisees had made them 

to be.  The Sabbath isn’t just about having a day off.  It’s about 

finding our eternal rest in Christ.  And the cleanliness laws are not 

just about what you can and cannot eat and what you can and 

cannot touch and how often you have to wash your hands.  They 

point to a deeper reality, an inner reality.  They point to the fact 

that our hearts need to be cleansed.   



 5

It’s What Is inside that Defiles (verses 20-23) 

 And that’s the second point that Jesus makes in this 

passage.  The issue of cleanliness is not something that can be 

resolved outside of us.  It’s an issue inside of us.  The question of 

defilement is not about things that happen around us.  Rather, it’s 

about the evil within us.  In verse 20 He says, “What comes out of 

a person is what defiles him.”  Then in verse 23 He repeats 

essentially the same thing, “All these evil things come from within, 

and they defile a person.”  In between these statements Jesus backs 

up His point by giving a list of sinful actions and attitudes that 

flow out of the heart.   

 Again, the issue is the heart.  This is the third time that the 

word “heart” shows up in this passage.  In verse 6, hypocrisy is 

defined as having one’s “heart” far from God.  In verse 19 Jesus 

explains that outside things don’t defile because they don’t enter 

the “heart.”  Now Jesus says that what really defiles a person are 

the sinful things that flow out of the “heart.”   

 This points to the sinful nature we have inherited from 

Adam.  Ever since Adam and Eve fell into sin, we all are born with 

a sinful nature.  We are born with hearts that hate God and rebel 

against God.  We are born with hearts that love everything other 

than God, and our sinful hearts draw us away from God to all of 

these other things.  The sinful heart spews forth these horrible 

wicked thoughts.  Matthew Henry writes, “As a corrupt fountain 

sends forth corrupt streams, so does a corrupt heart send forth 

corrupt reasonings, corrupt appetites and passions, and all those 

wicked words and actions which are produced by them.” 

 Let’s look at the sins mentioned in this list, and as we do so 

we should all be thinking about how these things are present in our 

own lives.  If you’re not a believer, these sins may be so prevalent 

in your life that you don’t even see them or you don’t see what’s 

wrong with them.  For believers, we should be warring against 

these sins.  As new creatures in Christ, we should be battling 

against the old self that is still very much alive and rears its head 

all too often. 

 As we go through and discuss several of these sins, I want 

us to realize about all of them that they are things that arise from 

within, not things that exist only outside of us.  So if you go 

through this list, and you say, Oh yeah I know someone who does 

that, then you’ve missed the point.  It’s so easy for us to be blind to 

our own sin and only look to the sin outside of us.  Or maybe we’ll 

admit that we’ve done something wrong, but then we’ll be quick to 

explain how it’s really someone else’s fault.  That started back in 

the Garden of Eden, and it continues today.  Adam said to God, 

“The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of 

the tree, and I ate” (Genesis 3:12).  The first man, caught in the 
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first sin, turned to blame his wife.  And he extended the blame to 

God as well!  He implied that he would have remained innocent if 

God had not put Eve in the garden with him.  That’s the kind of 

thing the Pharisees did with their cleanliness laws.  That’s the kind 

of mentality we’re prone to have.  The unclean things are all out 

there.  The stuff that can defile us is out there.  No, we need to see 

the sin inside of us.  We need to see that our only hope is getting a 

new heart, because the heart of man, the sinful nature, is full of 

wickedness.  These defiling sins are the only kinds of things that 

come out of the heart of man.  It says in Jeremiah 17:9-10 that 

“The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who 

can understand it?”  We need a new heart. 

 Let’s look at this list and think about our propensity to 

blame these sins on factors outside of us rather than realizing that 

the main problem is inside of us.  The term “evil thoughts” is the 

idea that encompasses all of these sins.  These are the evil thoughts 

that come out of the heart of man.  First of all, sexual immorality.  

The Greek word is porneia.  This is fornication, sex outside of 

marriage, unchastity.  Adultery is also mentioned in this list: sexual 

immorality that breaks the marriage covenant.  And we could 

group sensuality together with these as well.  All of these depraved 

inclinations come from the heart of man.  Our tendency could be to 

emulate the Pharisees and see these problems as being out there.  

And when these sins begin to mess up my life, it must be someone 

else’s fault.  We could say, if we didn’t live in a society that was so 

perverse, then we wouldn’t struggle with lust and fornication and 

adultery.  We would be undefiled, pure, clean, if it wasn’t for the 

media.  No, that’s not true.  The problem is in the heart.  These sins 

come from our own sinful nature. 

 What about theft and coveting and envy?  These are the 

overflow of a discontent soul.  We sense a lack in some way, a 

desire for something more, and we feel that we are entitled to 

whatever those things are that we desire.  The unrestrained sinful 

heart will do all kinds of wicked things to try to fill that lack.  

Theft, deceit.  And it can be justified in one’s mind so easily.  I’m 

not hurting anyone else.  I have this under control.  I’m just getting 

the things I deserve, and I’m not nearly as bad as those other 

people.  The real evil is out there.  I’m just looking out for myself 

and getting the things I’m entitled to. 

 Pride is also listed here.  Pride is a sin that flows from the 

human heart and affects so many facets of life.  It’s a sin that, by 

its very nature, makes one blind to the problem.  Indeed, pride is at 

the very center of what this passage is about.  It’s pride that says 

the evil is out there rather than in here.  It’s pride that passes the 

blame to someone else.  It’s pride that motivates legalistic 

separatism.  It’s pride that says, I’m essentially good, and I just 
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need to protect myself from the wickedness around me.  James 

1:13-15 tells us this: "Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am 

being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and 

he himself tempts no one. But each person is tempted when he is 

lured and enticed [by the culture? by his co-workers? by his 

unbelieving friends? NO] by his own desire. Then desire when it 

has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown 

brings forth death."  That’s the humbling reality that we each need 

to affirm.  The temptations I face are things that arise from my own 

sinful desires.  I can’t say that God is tempting me, or the media, or 

friends.  I can’t say, It’s my spouse’s problem.  It’s my kids’ 

problem.  It’s my parent’s problem.  It’s my siblings’ problem.  It’s 

my teacher’s problem.  No, it’s my problem. 

 In closing, the application for us this morning is the same 

as last week.  We need a new heart.  The only hope for the sinful 

heart of man is God’s sovereign regeneration.  Everyone needs a 

new heart.  The evil is not just out there.  Don’t fool yourself.  

There is evil within you, and it the most serious problem you will 

ever encounter.  You may be able to list off right now several 

problems that you are facing in your life, in your family, in your 

marriage, in your career, in your finances.  But the ultimate 

problem in your life is your own sin.  Not someone else’s sin.  

Your own sin.  Romans 3:23 says that “all have sinned and fall 

short of the glory of God.”  And Romans 6:23 says that “the wages 

of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 

our Lord.”  The punishment for sin is eternal death, eternal 

conscious torment in hell.  That is what awaits those individuals 

who continue through life blind to their own sin, those who keep 

convincing themselves that the wickedness is all out there.   

 Our eyes need to be opened to see our own desperate 

situation.  The eyes of our hearts need to be opened to see that 

Christ is our only hope.  That’s my prayer as I conclude this 

sermon.  The bad news of our sin is not the end of the story.  It’s 

the bad news that must be admitted before the Good News will 

make any sense.  If the bad news merely had to do with your 

financial struggles and your marriage problems, then the good 

news wouldn’t be all that great.  But the bad news is sin, the 

ultimate problem of your life, the problem that will send you to 

hell for ever and ever if you’re not forgiven.  And it’s only when 

we begin to see the depth and severity of the problem that we can 

marvel at how awesome the Gospel is.  Christ died on the cross to 

save me from the wickedness in my own heart.  He took my 

punishment upon Himself, so that I can inherit eternal life with 

Him.  And that is the best news in the universe.  Please, friend, do 

not minimize your sin.  Own up to it, and cry out to Jesus to 

forgive you and change you. 


