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“MARK” Series, Message #23                                Barry L. Cameron • Pastor 
 
 

“GOD’S TRUTH & MAN’S TRADITIONS” 
(Text: Mark 7:1-13) 

 
ILL.  FIDDLER ON THE ROOF was a 1964 Broadway musical that became a popular movie in 1971. The 
story centers on TEVYE, the father of five daughters, and his attempts to maintain his family and Jewish 
religious traditions while outside influences encroach upon their lives.  
 
TRADITION is the opening number in FIDDLER ON THE ROOF. The song sets the major theme of the 
show: the villagers trying to continue their traditions and keep their society running as the world around 
them changes. 
 
•  In our text this morning, we find a similar setting. 
 -  Once again, the story centers around Jewish religious traditions and the struggle to keep those 
 traditions at any cost. 
 
•  FIVE times in this passage JESUS makes reference to tradition.  
 -  There are many kinds of tradition: national traditions handed down from one generation to 
 another; family traditions; various traditions and ways of observing certain holidays; church 
 traditions, having certain services or symbols to express faith or devotion. 
 
•  We all have them and we’ve all done them from time to time. Many of them we love dearly. 
  
TRADITION isn’t necessarily a bad thing. 
 
 -   In 2 Thessalonians 2:15, Paul wrote, “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the traditions that 
 you were taught by us, either by our spoken word or by our letter.” 
  •  Paul was referring to teaching the Word of God, which is what God wants us to do. 
 
•  In our text this morning, JESUS was dealing with the problem of HUMAN TRADITIONS taking the 
place of the authority of the Word of God. 
 -  The Jews had developed a system of countless ceremonies and numerous rituals. 
 -  It began with the ORAL TRADITIONS and then, they were written down. 
  •  The written traditions began to take on more importance than the Word of God. 
   
•  The people became more concerned with making sure they kept the traditions than what God’s Word 
said. 
 
We pick up the story in Mark 7, verse 1.  READ TEXT:  Mark 7:1-13 
 
Our text begins with an ... 
(1) ACCUSATION (Mark 7:1-5) 
 -  Apparently a group of religious authorities came from Jerusalem to check Jesus out. 
 
•  They weren’t coming to find out if Jesus was the Messiah. 
 -  They were coming to find something wrong with Him so they could get rid of Him. 
 -  The religious elite was becoming increasingly agitated with Jesus. 
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•  His fame was spreading through every town and village. 
 -  His followers were becoming a massive, popular messianic movement. 
 -  The reports of a recent attempt in Galilee to crown Him King, only made things worse. 
 
•  So some of the Pharisees and Scribes came to see for themselves what all the excitement was about 
and to find a flaw they could expose and thereby dispense of Jesus’ followers. 
 -  They portrayed themselves as simple observers. Nothing could’ve been further from the truth. 
 -  They were a lynch mob. Looking for something, anything on which to hang Him. 
 
It didn’t take long ... Verse 2. “They saw that some of his disciples ate with hands that were defiled, that 
is, unwashed.” 
 -  The specialty of the Pharisees was finding fault and criticizing. 
 
One commentator said: “Here was One who could walk upon the raging deep, and ‘they found fault 
with Him.’ Here was One who could feed people by the thousands with next to nothing, yet ‘they found 
fault with Him.’ Here was One who ‘went about doing good,’ and they found fault with Him. Here was 
One who spoke as ‘never any man spoke before,’ and they found fault with Him. Here was One who 
‘healed the sick, made the blind see and raised the dead,’ and they found fault with Him.” 
 
What was it they found so objectionable? What did He do that was so wrong? 
 -  They found fault over the failure of a few of His disciples to wash their hands before eating. 
 
Verses 3-4.  Mark elaborates for the sake of his Gentile readers. 
 -  “For the Pharisees and all the Jews ...” 
 -  This tells us the Jews had basically bought into the Pharisees’ form of religion. 
  •  Rather than the Sadducees, who were the religious liberals. 
 
•  There’s an interesting phrase here in the original language that includes the word “FIST.” 
 -  Apparently, they had some kind of ritual ceremony that involved the fist. 
 -  We don’t know if they washed one hand with the other fist, or if the washing only went from the 
 wrist forward.  
  •  We don’t really know. We do know they had specific requirements for how to do it. 
 
•  They wouldn’t eat unless they carefully washed their hands with the fist, observing the traditions of the 
elders. 
 -  This wasn’t about what the SCRIPTURE said or even about SANITATION. 
  •  This was about TRADITION! 
 
Verse 4. It wasn’t just about washing your hands before eating. 
 -  They had traditions for when you’d come from the marketplace and you had to wash before 
 eating. 
  
•  They had traditions for washing pots and pans and cups and vessels and even where you sat to eat. 
 
This is all about TRADITION: 
 -  Vs. 3, “the tradition of the elders.” 
 -  Vs. 5, “the tradition of the elders.” 
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 -  Vs. 8, “the tradition of men.” 
 -  Vs. 9, “in order to establish your tradition.” 
 -  Vs. 13, “your tradition that you have handed down.” 
 
 •  That’s what the conflict was about. It wasn’t about SCRIPTURE. 
 -  They weren’t nearly as concerned about the SCRIPTURE as they were their TRADITIONS. 
 -  They’d made their TRADITIONS equal to the SCRIPTURES. 
  •  In fact, they’d made their traditions SUPERIOR to the SCRIPTURES. 
 
•  Like the Roman Catholic Church, where tradition has become more sacred than Scripture and where 
the Scripture is actually interpreted through the traditions of the church. 
   
Warren Wiersbe:  “History reveals that the Jewish religious leaders came to honor their traditions far 
above the Word of God. Rabbi Eleazer said, ‘He who expounds the Scriptures in opposition to the 
tradition has no share in the world to come.’ The MISHNA, a collection of Jewish traditions in the 
TALMUD, records, ‘It is a greater offense to teach anything contrary to the voice of the Rabbis than to 
contradict Scripture itself.” 
 
•  So they picked a fight with Jesus over their Traditions. 
 -  Their rules and regulations. Their man-made, burdensome, endless, unauthorized, uninspired, and 
 completely unnecessary TRADITIONS. 
 
You don’t pick a fight with God ... and win.  
 
SO HOW WOULD JESUS RESPOND? Notice the ... 
(2) CONFRONTATION (Mark 7:6-9) 
 -  Jesus confronts them. He doesn’t console, comfort, or compromise with them. 
 -  He quotes Isaiah 29:13, “You talk a good talk but your hearts are far from me.” 
  •  That’s the whole issue with religion. It focuses on the externals and ignores what’s inside. 
  •  It focuses on rituals and ceremonies and jumping through religious hoops. 
 -  Jesus didn’t just deny their traditions. He broke them and so did His disciples. 
 -  He couldn’t have cared less about their traditional system. He ignored it. It was meaningless. 
 -  What the disciples were doing wasn’t a problem. What the Pharisees were doing was. 
  •  They were actually on their way to Hell with washed hands and wicked hearts. 
 
Verse 7. “Your worship is a complete waste of time because you teach as doctrines the commandments 
(traditions) of men.” 
 
Verse 8. “Not only that, but you also leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.” 
 -  In other words, if you have to choose, you choose your traditions over the truth of God’s Word. 
 
Churches often do the same thing: we develop our own traditions and rituals. 
•  As long as you have candles on the communion table.  As long as you sing the doxology. 
•  As long as you dress a certain way ... as long as you don’t use drums in worship. 
•  As long as you don’t use any instruments at all in worship. 
•  As long as you raise your hands in worship ... as long as you only use the King James Version. 
•  As long as you have a Sunday night service. 
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•  As long as people do all the things we say they ought to do, they can remain in our fellowship. 
 -  But it’s entirely possible to do all the right stuff on the outside and be absolutely empty on the 
 inside. 
 
Verse 9.  “You’re experts at minimizing what God says in order to maximize what men say.” 
 -  They actually rejected God’s truth in order to exalt their traditions. 
  •  Their traditions were more important to them than God’s truth. 
 
Jesus gives them an. . . 
(3) ILLUSTRATION (Mark 7:10-12) 
 -  “Here’s a perfect example of how you do it and how slick you are when you do it.” 
 -  He brings up the 5th Commandment Moses gave in Exodus 20:12, about honoring your parents. 
 -  He adds Exodus 21:17, where the Bible says if someone reviles their parents they were to be 
 put to death. (In other words, this was very serious stuff.) 
 -  “You guys are so clever, you’ve found a loophole to completely ignore the commands of God 
 and uphold your man-made traditions. 
 
•  The law was clear. On one hand, parents were honored. On the other, parents dishonored. 
 -  On one hand, the prospect of long life. On the other, the prospect of swift and sudden death. 
   
•  Nobody needed pages of rabbinical tradition to understand that. 
 
Verses 11-12. 
 
 -  They came up with the concept of CORBAN, which meant “devoted to God.” 
 -  In the rabbinical system, if a Jew said something was CORBAN, it couldn’t be used for anything 
 other than be given to God. 
 
•  So the Pharisees could avoid giving anything to their own parents by saying their possessions were 
CORBAN. They were devoted to God. 
 -  Now here’s the interesting part: this was a deferred gift deal. This was a pledge. 
  •  In other words, they hadn’t given anything to God. They were just saying they would. 
 
One commentator said: “THE TALMUD said a man was not bound even after saying CORBAN to 
dedicate the gift. He was not bound to give it immediately. Nor was he bound to limit its use for himself. 
He was not bound to give it to anyone. He had just pledged to give it. That is to say, if he chose, he 
could break the vow and give it to someone else ... not to God.” 
 
•  It was all a scam. Some historians said people would say “CORBAN” over everything they had. So they 
could look spiritual and yet not give anything to anyone. 
 
•  That was the hypocrisy of their religion. They had circumvented a Biblical command. 
 -  They claimed to love God and live for God, but they’d come up with ways not to do what God 
 said and somehow, deceive themselves into still feeling good about it. 
 
•  Religion will do that. You can do all kinds of things, convince yourself you’re doing all the right stuff 
and even feel good about it – and wind up in Hell. 
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•  Because you honor God with your lips but your heart is far from Him. 
 -  It was wicked what they were doing. (And people still do it today.) 
 
•  Jesus said to them, “Your tradition has trumped the clear commandment of God.  
 -  You’re experts at rejecting the commandments of God to keep your traditions (vs. 9). 
 
That was a powerful illustration. Now, He adds a word of: 
(4) CLARIFICATION (Mark 7:13) 
 -  “You make void the Word of God by your tradition.” 
  •  “You invalidate the Word of God by your tradition.” What an indictment! 
  
Warren Wiersbe: “Note the tragic sequence: teaching their doctrines as God’s Word (vs. 7); laying aside 
God’s Word (vs. 8); rejecting God’s Word (vs. 9); finally, robbing God’s Word of its power (vs. 13). People 
who revere man-made traditions above the Word of God eventually lose the power of God’s Word in 
their lives. No matter how devout they may appear, their hearts are far from God.” 
 
•  The Talmud said, “To be against the words of the scribes is more punishable than to be against the 
words of Scripture.” 
 
THE BOTTOM LINE: RELIGION can NEVER do what a RELATIONSHIP with JESUS will do. 
 
•  Too many people are content with superficial shadows instead of a personal relationship with a 
supernatural Savior. 
 -  Empty religious rituals and shallow ceremonies, thoughtless praise, indifferent prayers, going 
 through the motions, and calling it Christianity, is utter hypocrisy. 
 
•  It’s a devil designed counterfeit to keep us from the REAL thing. 
 -  Don’t kid yourself, Satan loves for us to have religion and go through the motions. 
 -  He loves it when we treasure our traditions and run through our rituals instead of running to the 
 arms of our REDEEMER. 
 
What’s the solution?  Dr. John MacArthur: “Read the testimony of Paul in Philippians 3. He was a 
Pharisee, a Pharisee of the Pharisees. He was a hypocrite of the first rank and finally saw it for what it 
was. He called it manure ... manure. And he said, ‘All those things that once were gain to me, I count it as 
loss.’ They were all a disastrous loss. They were driving me into Hell. And at that point, he says, ‘I 
discovered the righteousness not of my own, but the righteousness of God which comes by faith in 
Christ and his life was transformed.” 
 
•  Don’t settle for a substitute. Don’t choose RELIGION or TRADITION over God’s Truth. 
 
 -  John 14:16, “I am the Way, the TRUTH, and the LIFE. 
 
•  Don’t be satisfied with anything less than a personal relationship with JESUS! 


