
The Power of Same
Week of January 1st

Life Group Discussion Guide

Introduction: This Sunday continued our series The Power of Same, and we examined the 
REWARD that is the motivation behind the ROUTINE. We were all challenged to commit to 
S.O.A.P.ing through the book of Mark together as a church over the 3 weeks of this series, so 
the passage we will be looking at tonight comes from the 2nd 5 chapters, 6-10, which you 
already have, or will S.O.A.P. through by the end of the week.
 
Step 1: Life Group Leader asks for a volunteer in the group to read the passage of scripture.
 
Mark 7:1-13

1The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem 
gathered around Jesus 2 and saw some of his disciples eating food with hands that were 
defiled, 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 marketplace 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 defiled hands?”

6 He replied, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written:

“‘These people honor me with their lips,
    but their hearts are far from me.
7 They worship me in vain;
    their teachings are merely human rules.’
8 You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to human traditions.”

9 And he continued, “You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order 
to observe your own traditions! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and mother,’ and, 
‘Anyone who curses their father or mother is to be put to death.’ 11 But you say that if 
anyone declares that what might have been used to help their father or mother is Corban 
(that is, devoted to God)— 12 then you no longer let them do anything for their father or 
mother. 13 Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed 
down. And you do many things like that.”

Step 2: Life Group Leader asks the group 'What are some things that you observe from this 
passage?
 
This is also a place for your Life Group Participants to ask questions about the passage. 
Questions are a form of observation. 'What questions do you have about the passage we just 
read?'
 



Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Observations
Vs. 1-5 - The Pharisees and Jews of Jesus' day abided by a code of ceremonial cleanliness that 
Jesus' disciples weren't keeping up to par. 
Vs. 3 - This code was the 'tradition of the elders', not the 'tradition of Scripture.'
Vs. 6 - Jesus uses a passage from the book of Isaiah in the Old Testament to reveal the 
hypocrisy of those questioning him.
Vs. 7 - Hypocrisy is honoring God with our lips, while our hearts are far from Him.
Vs. 7 - Hypocrisy is worshipping God in vain. 
Vs. 7-8 - Hypocrisy is teaching human rules, when we have divine ones to teach. 
Vs. 9 - The Pharisees had a 'fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe 
your own traditions.' It wasn't sloppy. It was precise. It was pristine.
Vs. 9-13 - The command to 'honor your father and mother' comes from the 10 commandments 
in Exodus 20, and the warning 'Anyone who curses their father and mother is to be put to death' 
comes from Leviticus 20:9. The Pharisees had created a tradition called 'corban', which in 
essence made some of their money 'spiritual', excusing them of the command that God had 
given them in Scripture, because the 'spiritual' is greater than the 'familial.' This is an example 
where the Pharisees found their 'traditions' to be superior to certain commands in scripture. 
Vs. 13 - Jesus says the Pharisees and the Jews do many things like this. 

Step 3: Life Group Leader asks the group, “How can we apply this passage to our lives?”
 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Applications
Vs. 3 - Not all traditions that are not found in Scripture are necessarily bad, but become so when 
they keep those who don't keep the specific traditions from experiencing a relationship with 
God. What are the 'traditions' of my personal faith, or my churches faith, and do any of those 
keep people possibly from experiencing a relationship with God. 
Vs. 7 - We are capable of doing actions or speaking words that seemingly look as if they please 
God, while we are actually inwardly very far from God. 'Right actions' can come from false 
motives, therefore it matters that we constantly examine our motivations. (I think it is worth 
noting that this doesn't mean that you have to always 'feel' like doing what God calls you to do in 
order for you do so without being a hypocrite.The issue is a 'heart' that is 'far from him.' We can 
be honest with God and talk to him about how we feel, even when those feelings are negative, 
and still be obedient. This isn't the equivalent to being 'far from God.' Honest communication 
with God, and obedience no matter the circumstances, equals closeness to God.)
Vs. 7 - It is possible to worship God in vain. Another way you could say this, is that we can 
worship God with no purpose. You can't worship a close and personal God from a distance. 
Examine your heart before you worship. Be honest with God about where your heart is...he 
already knows. Then worship Him closely and purposely.
Vs. 7-8 - Whether it is in our church, or in my marriage, or in my parenting, or in my friendships, 
am I focusing on human rules, or divine rules? 

Step 1: Life Group Leader asks for a volunteer in the group to read the passage of scripture.
 
Mark 7:14-23

14 Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen to me, everyone, and 
understand this. 15 Nothing outside a person can defile them by going into them. Rather, 
it is what comes out of a person that defiles them.” 



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 person 
from the outside can defile them? 19 For it doesn’t go into their heart but into their 
stomach, and then out of the body.” (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods clean.)

20 He went on: “What comes out of a person is what defiles them. 21 For it is from within, 
out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come—sexual immorality, theft, murder, 22 
adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. 23 All these 
evils come from inside and defile a person.”

Step 2: Life Group Leader asks the group 'What are some things that you observe from this 
passage?
 
This is also a place for your Life Group Participants to ask questions about the passage. 
Questions are a form of observation. 'What questions do you have about the passage we just 
read?'
 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Observations
Vs. 15 - The Pharisees and Jews of Jesus' day focused more on their exterior actions, and less 
on their interior motivations. 
Vs. 17-19 - While Jesus is speaking broadly about interior motivations superseding exterior 
actions, he specifically speaks here to the food laws the Jewish people lived by. Eating 
particular foods doesn't make one ready to approach God. Only one's heart prepares one to 
approach God. 
Vs. 19 - Here we see Jesus foreshadowing what God would later fully reveal to Peter, and then 
to the whole early church, regarding all food being clean, in Acts 10.
Vs. 20-21 - People are defiled by their external actions, but their external actions find their root 
in the person's heart. 
Vs. 22-23 - Jesus gives this list of sins to show that all of these fallacies don't come out of a 
person randomly. They are grown out of our own hearts. 

Step 3: Life Group Leader asks the group, “How can we apply this passage to our lives?”
 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Applications
Vs. 14-15 - Very often we focus so much on addressing external issues. We try to modify our 
behaviors, and continue to come up short. The reason is that we are focusing on the wrong 
thing. It's easier to focus on the exterior, because dealing with the interior of our souls is raw 
and vulnerable. In order to cut actions of defilement out of your life, you have to take an axe to 
the tree of your heart so that they don't sprout up again.
Vs. 20-23 - Whether we like to admit it or not, whether it is stuff that comes out of our mouths, or 
any form of action that is self-seeking, we meant what we said and we meant what we did. It 
came from our hearts. This doesn't mean that it can't be repented of and forgiven, and that 
reconciliation isn't available. But it means that in order for any genuine repentance to happen, 
one must do more than apologize. They must allow Jesus to do heart surgery on them. What 
are the sins that you struggle with the most? If you were to look in your heart, you probably can 
figure out why that fruit continues to grow from your tree. 

Step 4: Life Group Leaders leads the group into a time of prayer: 'Let's pray that God would 
help us take next steps to apply this passage to our lives.'



 
Life Group Leader Resources on Possible Prayers
Father, give me the courage to move past focusing on my outward actions, and actually turn my 
eyes to my inward motivations. 
Father, reveal to me traditions that I might have, or we might have as a church, that are not from 
you, that might hinder others from hearing and entering a relationship with you. 
Father, help me understand that repentance, honesty, confession, and vulnerability doesn't 
equal distance from you. It equals closeness with you.
Father, may I not worship you in vain today. 
Father, show me my sin, and then take me to its source in my heart. I need your help to deal 
with it's roots. 

Commentary
Original Meaning
Mark 7:1-13
To understand the controversy we must digress and discuss briefly the program of the 
Pharisees. They were not the power brokers in Jewish society, as many imagine, but were 
struggling to impose their vision of morality and obedience to the law on Israel. Maintaining 
purity was a key item in their agenda. The disagreement over washing hands had nothing to do 
with hygiene but was a matter of purity.
These Pharisees obviously expected Jesus and his followers to conform to their standards of 
piety. They tried to promote obedience among the people and must have been galled when a 
popular prophetic figure like Jesus appeared to subvert it. To them, Jesus was religiously 
incorrect, and his cavalier attitude toward such things threatened their vision of a smoothly 
running, holy community. His immense popularity also threatened to reduce their sphere of 
influence since he called into question the authority and validity of their traditions. “The tradition 
of the elders” was unscriptural law, and they may have been particularly defensive about 
the washing of hands since it had no explicit biblical basis.
The conflict in Mark 7 revolves around the issue of defilement. The Pharisees accuse the 
disciples of eating with hands that are “unclean” (“common,” the opposite of “holy,” “devoted to 
God”). Mark explains that “unclean hands” refers to “unwashed hands” (7:2) and inserts a 
parenthetic explanation about Jewish ritual washings for readers unfamiliar with these customs 
(7:3–4). The levitical system regarded uncleanness as something transferable to persons, 
vessels, clothes, and even houses by touch, lying, sitting, or by an overhang. Layers of impurity 
could be removed by the ceremonial act of washing oneself.
The brief explanation of Jewish washings clarifies the seriousness of the charges. The 
statement “the Pharisees and all the Jews” implies that to be Jewish, one washes hands, cups, 
and vessels. If Jesus undermines this tradition, he is redefining what being a Jew means. 
Moreover, the disregard of purity is serious because it was assumed that uncleanness belongs 
to the realm of death and demons and breaks fellowship with God. To disregard such concerns 
means that Jesus redefines what it is that inhibits fellowship with God.
Jesus does not try to justify or explain his disciples’ behavior but vilifies his challengers instead. 
He scornfully pronounces that Isaiah beautifully prophesied concerning them that they are 
nothing but hypocrites, who cleverly swap their own words for God’s commands. Hand washing 
from the Pharisees’ perspective was a sign of piety that allowed one to come close to God. 
Jesus insists, however, that they have drifted away from God, who cares nothing about their 
ablutions or their lip service. He will explain privately to his disciples that God cares only about 
morality, which comes from a pure heart.



The charge of hypocrisy causes surprise. The Pharisees have asked about a matter of pressing 
concern to them, and nothing seems inherently hypocritical about giving thoughtful attention to 
matters of purity and the traditions of the elders. But they have challenged Jesus in public and 
thereby have sought to shame him as an incompetent teacher. If his disciples have violated 
purity rules, then he must be held responsible as their teacher. Understanding that the 
Pharisees are trying to shame him publicly in a culture where a good reputation is the highest 
authority helps us see that Jesus does not simply evade the issue but regains command of the 
situation. He exposes their rigid and superficial religiosity as something that permits one to 
transgress the direct commands of God.
Jesus’ counterattack cites an extreme example to show how the tradition of the elders sanctions 
the subversion of God's will. God commands children to honor their parents, and in Jewish 
tradition that entails more than showing them respect. It also requires providing them with 
physical necessities. In the case example, the Pharisees would allow a son to duck that 
responsibility by informing his parents that what support they might expect from him is “Corban,” 
dedicated to God, and therefore it cannot be touched to help them.
“Corban” was a dedicatory formula used in setting aside property for God and barred one from 
gaining profit from it. It only expressed an intention to give property and not its actual disposal. 
From Jesus’ point of view, the command from the 10 commandments to honor parents soars 
above the command to honor vows. The Pharisees’ tradition turned the law on its head by 
insisting that the sanctity of the vow superseded the parents’ right to support. The son can say 
to his parents that he cannot offer them any help because he has dedicated to God everything 
that could help them. He could claim that doing so would be a sin against God.
Jesus assumes that such a vow, whether made spitefully or not, is automatically invalid because 
it violates God’s command to honor parents. One cannot elude God’s commands by resorting to 
shrewd legal loopholes. Jesus exposes these sticklers for the law as more interested in legal 
niceties than the requirement of love, more devoted to unwritten traditions than the written law, 
and more concerned with property than care of one’s parents. Because they set aside God’s will 
with their tradition (7:8, 13), Jesus annuls their tradition. In this controversy Jesus comes out as 
the champion of God’s law over scribal law.

Mark 7:14-23
Jesus gives the Pharisees no answer to their question about why his disciples eat with unclean 
hands. The explanation comes only in a general announcement to the crowds (7:14–15) and in 
private instruction in the house for the perplexed disciples, who request it.
The general announcement goes beyond the issue raised by the Pharisees, for they did not ask 
about unclean foods, only about unclean hands! One can only infer from Jesus’ vigorous 
response that he rejects the Pharisees’ opinion that unclean hands defile food. He now goes 
much further by explicitly rejecting the proposition that contact with anything profane defiles a 
person. Not only does he challenge the validity of the traditions of the elders but the very 
legitimacy of the food laws. Jesus does not differ with the Pharisees only over details such as 
washing hands; he rejects their whole approach to God’s law. They are concerned about 
surface impurity and piety; Jesus is concerned about internal impurity that one cannot wash 
away by washing the hands. They do not understand that true holiness that imitates God and 
opens one up to God is something internal.
Jesus’ straightforward announcement to the crowds puzzles the disciples, and they ask him 
about “the parable” when they enter the privacy of the house (7:17). “Don’t you see that nothing 
that enters a man from the outside can make him ‘unclean’?” This question expects the answer 
“Yes.” They do know something, but they cannot carry this knowledge through to its logical 
conclusion, which requires a radical change in their whole outlook as Jews.



Many take 7:19b as the narrator’s aside that crowns the argument. The NIV reflects this 
interpretation: “In saying this, Jesus declared all foods ‘clean.’ ” The phrase “In saying this, 
Jesus declared,” however, is not to be found in the text. Literally the words used here translate, 
“cleansing all foods.” The masculine nominative participle, “cleansing” (katharizon, with an 
omega), would modify the verb “he says” in 7:18. A well-attested variant reading, however, has a 
nominative neuter participle (katharizon, with an omicron). It is the hardest reading and may be 
the best. It would affirm that the food has somehow become clean in the process of its 
elimination. This reading has two things to commend it. It would help explain why such a 
dramatic pronouncement from Jesus that declared all foods to be clean was not cited to settle 
the later debate over this issue in the churches. Jesus’ explanation does not explicitly declare 
that all foods are clean, only that they somehow come out clean.Furthermore, the statement fits 
the rabbinic perspective on defecated food. According to the Mishnah, excrement is not ritually 
impure though it may be offensive. This surprising judgment may be the key to Jesus’ argument. 
With a droll twist Jesus argues that if food defiles a person, why is it not regarded as impure 
when it winds up in the latrine—at least according to the tradition of the Pharisees? Defilement 
must come from some other source than food. Jesus’ logic derives from the Pharisees’ own 
rules regarding clean and unclean, which sets up his concluding words on the real source of 
defilement. The only defilement that the disciples need worry about has to do with the heart, not 
the hands, with evil thoughts that leak out from within a person, not food that ends up in the 
latrine. What does not enter the heart does not make a person unclean. The heart is the core of 
motivation, deliberation, and intention. How one handles food, therefore, does not make the 
heart clean or unclean. It has nothing to do with the internal purity (what is “inside,” 7:21, 23) 
that matters to God.

Bridging The Contexts
Jesus recognized that we need wineskins—forms and traditions—to hold the wine; otherwise, 
we will be standing in a puddle of juice. He warned only about wineskins that become old and 
brittle and no longer serve their intended purpose. Traditions become evil when they run counter 
to God’s purposes expressed in the ethical commands of how to relate to others. Traditions 
become dangerous when persons are blind to how they undermine God’s commands. Traditions 
become corrupt when people become more devoted to upholding them than obeying God’s 
direct commands. As Pelikan astutely puts it: “Tradition is the living faith of the dead, 
traditionalism is the dead faith of the living.” One may compare tradition to the shell of the blue 
crab. To live and grow it must shed its shell from time to time. Until it creates a new shell, the 
crab is extremely vulnerable. But if the shell becomes so strong and rigid that the crab cannot 
escape, that is the shell in which it dies. Losing traditions that make one feel safe and 
comfortable can cause great anxiety. But hanging on to traditions so that one becomes “hard-
shelled” is fatal.
With our 20/20 spiritual hindsight we can readily see how the Pharisees’ tradition thwarted 
God’s will and strangled faith. We quickly dismiss their traditions about purity of hands, pots, 
and pans as a silly fixation on matters of no consequence. To bridge the context to our own 
situation, however, we must understand the honest concerns behind these traditions. We should 
not disdain their issues before asking why they were important to them so that we can relate it 
to our own religiosity. We will thus first look at the custom of washing hands, which precipitated 
the controversy, and then analyze the purposes behind the tradition of the elders. We can then 
see how they resemble our traditions so that we can spot parallel dangers.
Legislation in Exodus 30:19–21 (see 40:12) required only priests engaged in the tabernacle 
service to wash their hands. The law also required the priests to regard as holy the portion of 
the sacrifices that they were allowed to eat. They and everyone in their household could share 



in this food only when ceremonially clean (Num. 18:8–13). The Pharisees’ tradition extended 
these laws to everyone in the land, not just to priests serving in the temple, and to all food, not 
just to holy offerings. The Pharisees were striving for holiness above and beyond what the law 
prescribed. In a variation of the aphorism that a man’s home is his castle, the Pharisees 
believed that a man’s home was his temple. This statement is an exaggeration, but it conveys 
how important purity issues were to them. God demanded for the people to “be holy because I 
… am holy” (Lev. 19:2). To the Pharisees, holiness was not restricted to the sacred temple area 
but extended to the entire land in descending degrees from the temple.
The Pharisees identified the washing of hands as belonging to “the tradition of the elders” (Mark 
7:5; see Gal. 1:14), but Jesus labels it pejoratively as “the traditions of men” (7:8). The 
Pharisees and their spiritual heirs, however, believed that their tradition had been delivered to 
Moses by God. This tradition consisted of unwritten law that tried to fill the gaps and silences in 
the purity laws in Leviticus and Numbers. Because they based their decisions on the logical  
analysis of the explicit and implicit data in Scripture, the Pharisees considered them rooted in 
Scripture and equal in authority.
We can identify three purposes behind the development of this tradition that have affinities with 
the development of traditions in Christian circles. (1) The tradition of the elders tried to make the 
basic requirement that Israel be holy to the Lord (Lev. 19:2) something that was attainable in 
everyday life. The Pharisees were quite liberal in reducing the biblical requirement of bathing 
the whole body (Lev. 15; 16:26, 28; 17:15–16; 22:1–7) to the simple act of washing hands. They 
did not attempt to skirt the demands of the law. These pious interpreters had a genuine desire to 
provide precise guidance for laypeople on what one must do to be holy. They did not think they 
were voiding the commands of God but making them applicable. The tradition was designed to 
give laypeople a map that charted what was permissible or proscribed, clean or unclean, so that 
they could live the life of godliness.
(2) The tradition of the elders was intended to deter pagan influences that surrounded the nation 
from making inroads into Judaism (see Lev. 20:1–7). Actions such as immersion and washing 
hands were tangible, positive gestures that displayed who God’s elect were who would be 
vindicated at the end of the age. The Pharisees acted like Daniels by trying to preserve and 
proclaim their distinctive holiness, not like Mordecais, who counseled Esther to keep her 
national identity a secret (Est. 2:10, 20). The concern for ritual cleanliness was motivated by a 
desire to insulate Israel from the onslaught of Hellenism (the secular humanism of the day).
(3) The tradition assumes that God ordered the details, and one must study and enact them to 
meet God. The later oral law specifies, for example, not only how to wash your hands, but 
where to lay your napkin during the meal so as not to defile it, when to say the prayers, when 
and how to sweep up. These may seem like trifling things to concern a religion. But Neusner 
counters that the claims of the law were important precisely because they could be extended to 
the humble things that one can actually control in life. If one were to ask, “How do I approach 
almighty God?” the psalmist says, with “clean hands and a pure heart” (Ps. 24:4). But what 
precisely is a person supposed to do? The rabbis would say that when one eats, one 
approaches(3) The tradition assumes that God ordered the details, and one must study and 
enact them to meet God. The later oral law specifies, for example, not only how to wash your 
hands, but where to lay your napkin during the meal so as not to defile it, when to say the 
prayers, when and how to sweep up. These may seem like trifling things to concern a religion. 
But Neusner counters that the claims of the law were important precisely because they could be 
extended to the humble things that one can actually control in life. If one were to ask, “How do I 
approach almighty God?” the psalmist says, with “clean hands and a pure heart” (Ps. 24:4). But 
what precisely is a person supposed to do? The rabbis would say that when one eats, one 
approaches the throne of the almighty God, and one must wash one’s hands and hold the wine 



in the right hand and the oil in the left. That is something that one can do! “And in doing it,” 
Neusner says, “one shall know that there are rules for guidance, and these rules stand for 
reverence and awe, for mindfulness and thoughtfulness, in God’s presence.”
This tradition gives everyday acts of life holy significance and reminds one of God and how one 
can concretely show one’s devotion to God. The Pharisees affirmed that God created order and 
that human affairs prosper only when things are ordered. Consequently, they preferred strict 
rules, orderly programs, and careful debates about the application of texts, lest they lose 
control. From their perspective Jesus was completely out of control because he disregarded 
their rules and crossed their boundaries.
What are the Christian affinities with the Pharisees’ traditions of the elders? (1) Christian 
communities also have an oral tradition that fills the gaps and directs them on what precisely 
they should and should not do. For example, someone may ask, Should we tithe gross income 
or net income? Do we need to tithe the produce from the garden? Should a church accept a 
tithe from lottery winnings? The answers to these questions usually do not come from explicit 
passages in the Scripture but from a tradition that tries to honor God’s requirements and make 
things definite so that we know what we are to do and when we have done it. But we court 
danger when we treat decisions on such matters as sacrosanct and apply them rigidly.
(2) Christian communities will also stress one thing or another to reinforce their identity over 
against others. Sometimes the stress will be on a particular practice; sometimes, a distinctive 
doctrine. In holding to this tradition, they want to make clear that they are this kind of people and 
not like “them” (whoever “them” may be). The danger lurks that we may turn our distinctiveness 
and purity into an idol that supersedes the word of God. 
Maintaining our heritage can be valuable as we seek to be faithful to our vision of the truth. 
Insisting on doctrinal purity to fend off corruption from outside is not ignoble. Yet we must guard 
against the pitfall of the Pharisees, who drew the circle so narrowly that they excluded 99 
percent of the human race. Christian communities may erect barriers so high and so thick to 
preserve their theological virtue that they cannot reach others. The outward signs of obedience 
in Jesus’ day—keeping the Sabbath, observing food laws and circumcision, washing hands—
became the badges that marked out the elect as those who are “in.” These same badges were 
used to bar others from the circle of God’s grace and acceptance.
Mark shows Jesus’ whole ministry challenging the categorization of persons and things into pure 
and impure. The law of clean and unclean establishes boundaries, and the Pharisees set 
themselves up as the border guards. Keep lepers, sinners, and those with a flux out; follow 
Sabbath rules and wash hands before eating clean food. They defended a certain kind of 
community and order. Jesus overstepped the boundaries by attacking their purity regulations 
and by claiming that true uncleanness is a moral, not a ritual, deficiency. One need not protect 
holiness with a fence of rules. On the contrary, God’s holiness bursts all bounds. It does not 
suffer contamination but transforms everything it touches. As Augustine said, “Light, even 
though it passes through pollution, is not polluted.” Jesus displays this power when he 
touches a leper, is touched by a woman with a flow of blood, and touches a corpse. He is not 
made unclean but instead cleanses and restores to life. Jesus’ conflict with the Pharisees 
reveals that religious observance should not clash with common sense and common decency.
(3) Christian traditions also have parallels with the elders’ concern for details. Things are to be 
done in a certain way. All sorts of disputes have broken out in church history and local churches 
over what are perceived to be violations of those ways. Baptism is to be done in a certain way. 
Celebration of the Eucharist is to follow certain patterns. We must guard against the danger that 
we become so focused on the details that we develop tunnel vision and miss the grand design. 
We can easily become enmeshed in technicalities and in minutia while ignoring the weightier 



commands of the law—the broad and inexhaustible principles, such as the exercise of justice, 
mercy, and faith (Matt. 23:23–28).
For years preachers have ridiculed the petty concerns of pharisaic tradition without bothering to 
understand what evoked them. Many do not realize that their own traditions will be just as easily 
ridiculed by those who may live centuries later in a different culture. In bridging the contexts we 
should reflect on our own pious concerns that may contravene God’s will expressed in the love 
for parents and neighbor. Such reflection poses hazards. One who questions sacred cows will 
usually meet with the same fate as Jesus.
The purity system of the Pharisees was based on the assumption that God lives in the temple 
and that the biblical laws provided guidelines for how the priests were to approach the holy God 
and perform their duties. Their application of these laws to life in general made it possible even 
for those who were not priests to have access to God outside the sacred temple precincts. 
Obeying their requirements was not easy but was possible. But Jesus made God accessible to 
everyone, even those who did not practice pharisaic purity. One did not have to be a priest or 
pretend to be a priest. Being inside the temple has nothing to do with access to God. What 
matters is what comes from inside of you.


