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Have you got a favorite family tradition?  One of my favorites happens every Sunday 
after church.  We all come home and I get to cook hash browns, eggs and there’s 
always bacon.  Every tradition is better if it includes bacon.   
 
But some traditions are strange.  So baby dedications in Karnataka India involve the kid 
getting dropped from the top of the temple – often 30 to 50 feet.  And they are caught in 
a bed sheet spread out among family members like a trampoline.  The practice is 
intended to bring good health and fortune for the rest of the kid’s life – if they survive.  
Of course in 2009 somebody posted a video of this on YouTube and now it’s illegal.  
 
Or, you know how at weddings often the bride and groom smear cake in each other’s 
faces.  Well in Scotland friends capture the couple the day before and throw food at 
them – rotten vegetables, dirty fish guts and even honey.  In the end they are totally 
covered and the best part is there’s no meaning, it’s just fun – you have to take the 
internet’s word for it.  It’s tradition. 
 
And of course traditions don’t have to make sense.  There doesn’t have to be any truth 
behind them, but we like them and they often become important parts of culture. 
… 
If you have been with us over the last little while you know that we are in a series 
looking at the historical Jesus Mark preserves for us in his Gospel.  And Mark recorded 
this just 35 years or so after Jesus’ resurrection which means this is the rawest account 
of Jesus that exists.  And it also means there were piles of eyewitnesses still walking 
around who could attest that what he had recorded was right.  So if you want to know 
who Jesus was, you need to start with Mark. 
 
Well surprisingly this is controversial today and there are all sorts of different claims 
being made about who Jesus was.  People want to uncover the real Jesus behind the 
tradition.  So in March “The Chosen” TV series came out about Jesus and His disciples.  
And History Chanel started a docuseries in 2019 called “Jesus: His Life” which claims to 
be “a comprehensive retelling of Jesus’ story from a historically as well as biblically-
accurate perspective”.  And if that’s a little too educational you could try the Netflix’ 
series “Messiah” or movie “The First Temptation of Christ.”  Both came out within the 
last year.  The point is culture is intrigued by Jesus.  
 
But the intrigue always revolves around a new source of information.  There’s some 
new historical insight.  Or a new interpretation of a biblical text based on something 
cultural that hasn’t been unpacked before.  Whatever it is, the consistent theme is that 
people want to get away from the Bible as the primary source. 
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Well this might sound pretty modern, but interestingly it isn’t new.  2000 years ago 
people were doing the same thing.  They preferred to us their own traditions as the lens 
to view God through.  And Jesus challenged these views in a way that was incredibly 
controversial back then and is just as controversial today. 
 
So if you’ve got a Bible handy please open it to Mark 7 starting in verse 1.  And would 
you stand with me in expectation that God will speak to us today through His word.  
Hear now the word of the Lord. 
 
[Read Mark 7:1-13] 
 
Strange text right?  Ritual washing.  Dedicating things to God.  What does this have to 
do with us?  Well, lots actually.  But the main issue is encased in a context that we need 
to get our heads around first.   
 
So the Pharisees cared about religious purity and they looked out at Jesus’ disciples 
who were eating with defiled hands, and couldn’t believe it.  How could Jesus surround 
Himself with people who weren’t trying to honour God? 
 
Now this wasn’t a germ thing.  They didn’t know about germs back then.  The thought 
was that when you went into the marketplace you would bump into a bunch of sinners.  
And their sin would get onto their vegetables and infect you with impurity.  And if you 
were going to be holy, and come before a holy God, you needed to make sure you 
washed yourself when you got home. 
 
And they did this because God told them that His people needed to set themselves 
apart.  So in Leviticus we read: 

  Set yourselves apart to be holy, for I am the LORD your God. (Leviticus 20:7) 

 
And there are all sorts of other commands throughout the Old Testament like “honour 
the Sabbath” and “don’t eat unclean food” and “Don’t touch dead things” that set Israel 
apart.  But if you are a type-A person then you might want a bit more structure than that.  
Like what does it look like to honour the Sabbath?  
 
Well the Pharisees were type-A to the core so they fleshed these rules out to make 
them easy to practice.  So honoring Sabbath meant you didn’t start or extinguish a fire 
on the Sabbath.  You didn’t put new laces into your shoes.  And you didn’t boil water.  In 
fact they came up with 39 categories of work that must not be done on Sabbath. 
 
And the Pharisees did this with all the laws in the Old Testament.  They put 
contemporary examples on them so that people could easily tell when they were 
breaking them and when they were keeping them. 
 
Brilliant right?  Like wouldn’t you like to know exactly what actions tick God off and 
something simple you could add to your day that would get you in His good books?  
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Well here’s the problem, God didn’t give us a list of stuff to do and not do like that.  
Somebody else made that list up.  And Jesus had a problem with that.  He isn’t down on 
tradition, He just says if you want to honour God you should probably listen to God not 
people.  And that means God’s word.  
 
And this is what sits at the core of this text.  This passage is about how you approach 
God’s word.  And Jesus says we need to adjust ourselves to the authority of God’s 
word.  We need to grasp its purpose.  And we need to embrace His interpretation of it.1 
 
So first we have to adjust ourselves to the Bible’s authority and away from human 
authority.  In verse 6 Jesus quotes scripture saying: 

Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you, for he wrote, 

‘These people honor Me with their lips, but their hearts are far from Me… for they 

teach man-made ideas as commands from God.’ (Mark 7:6-7) 

And then Jesus gives two examples of this.  So first He talks about washing.  But here’s 
the interesting thing.  In the Old Testament the washing rules only applied to the priests 
not everyone else. 
 
But by the time of Jesus everyone had to practice ritual purification.  And this meant 
washing their clothes and their furniture and their hands in an obsessive way that 
actually went against the heart of the Bible. 
 
So God’s heart was that Israel would be a light to the gentiles.  God told Abraham: 

I will make you into a great nation. I will bless you and make you famous, and you 

will be a blessing to others…. All the families on earth will be blessed through 

you. (Genesis 12:2-3) 

 
But the Pharisees had built up a tradition of ritual washing that ostracized the outsider 
as a contaminant.  Don’t let the gentile make you unclean.  So instead of shining God’s 
light to their neighbours the Jews were shunning them. 
… 
The second example Jesus gives is of the corban laws.  So corban means dedicated to 
God – which just for the record is beautiful.  But the Pharisees had turned it into 
something abusive.   
 
They would encourage people to dedicate their property to God and then if someone in 
their family would get into financial trouble they would say “Sorry.  You can’t use this to 
help because you’ve dedicated it to God.”  And of course is was the opposite of what 
the Bible taught. 
 
And so Jesus concludes, verse 13: 

 
1 Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/jesus-and-the-bible-5459/ 
(Accessed June 16, 2021) 

https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/jesus-and-the-bible-5459/
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Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. 

(Mark 7:13) 

… 
Now why does this bother Jesus so much?  Well, the primary thing that bothered Jesus 
here was that the Pharisees were leading people away from God by leading them away 
from the authority of the Bible – and this is relevant today. 
 
So as soon as you fail to honour the unique authority of the Bible – if you have some 
other traditions that you hold up as being just as important – then you aren’t 
worshipping the God of the Bible.  You’ve created your own god. 
 
So the Pharisees had created a god who loved rules more than people.  But this isn’t 
the God of the Bible at all.  Our God is a people keeper not a rule keeper.   
 
Now here’s where this gets tricky.  It’s easy for us to see how crazy the Pharisees were 
with their rules because that’s not our tradition  
 
But we’ve got our own traditions.  So people my age and up will remember the world of 
“Don’t drink, don’t smoke, don’t chew.  And don’t go with girls who do.”  And remember 
how people thought those were things God cared about? 
 
But the real challenge comes when we look at today’s traditions.  And there are lots of 
them revolving around how to do social justice and sexuality and inter-racial relations.  
And because they are today’s traditions its hard for us to even know what they are.  But 
Jesus says, if we are going to worship God, the basis for our lives needs to be the 
authority of scripture not our own traditions. 
 
And this is what Jesus did.  So whenever He was questioned He constantly responds “It 
is written.”  This is how He defeats Satan in the desert.  “It is written.  It is written.  It is 
written.”  And in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus says “Not the smallest letter or least 
stroke of the pen will depart from the law until everything is accomplished.” 
 
Everything Jesus did, from the very beginning right through to the cross was all so that 
scripture would be fulfilled.  Jesus lived His life in perfect respect of scripture. 
 
Now why?  Why was the scripture so important to Him?  It’s because without an 
authoritative view of scripture we can’t know who God is.  You see when we are our 
own authority we build god in our own image.  He cares about our causes and approves 
of our short fallings.  But it’s like worshipping an artificial intelligence.   
 
So Amazon’s Alexa and Google Home are brilliant technologies.  They are super useful 
for all sorts of awesome things like controlling the heat in your house and turning your 
lights on and off.  But the direction of our relationship with then is one way.  They serve 
us, we don’t serve them.  So if you tell Alexa “I love you.”  She will respond with “Ahhh, 
thanks for saying that.”   
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But don’t get confused.  She doesn’t love you back.  She can’t.  And that’s because love 
requires freedom and autonomy – you can’t have a love relationship with your slave or 
your robot, and an AI is both.  It must do what it’s programmed to do and it is only an 
extension of our own minds.  And when we dictate what God is like it’s the same thing. 
 
But the God of scripture is different.  He can challenge us.  He can call out the sin in our 
hearts because He is free and other.  But He is only this if we accept what He says 
about Himself in scripture without reservation.   
 
So what’s your view of scripture?  Are there parts of it you don’t agree with?  Do you 
think there is stuff in the Old Testament or in Paul that is crazy?  Do you think Jesus is 
outdated with some of His ideas of the Bible?  Or do you hold it as the authority in your 
life like He did?...  We need to adjust ourselves to the authority of God’s word. 
… 
But second, to do this we need to understand the purpose of the Bible.  So Jesus’ big 
complaint against the Pharisees was, verse 6: 

These people honor Me with their lips, 

    but their hearts are far from Me. (Mark 7:6) 

 
In other words it’s not about saying or doing the right things, it’s about intention.  And 
that’s because God is a people keeper not a rule keeper.  And so what He wants from 
us is not primarily our obedience but our love.  He wants our hearts.  And understanding 
this is incredibly important if you want to be a Jesus follower. 
… 
So every other religion says “do the things God wants in order to get God’s blessing.”  
Follow His rules, and your life will go good.  And that’s what the Pharisees had bought 
into.  They wanted God’s blessing and acceptance, so they made sure they followed all 
His rules.  But Jesus says that’s not it; that’s not how the Bible works; and that’s not 
what God wants.  You can’t force God to bless you by doing some right things. 
 
If you could then God would be your divine vending machine.  You put something in that 
He wants and out drops something you want.  But that’s called manipulation.  And God 
will not be controlled by us. 
 
But the purpose of the Bible isn’t control - of God or people.  The purpose is love.  God 
is interested in you.  He wants your heart, not your compliance.  And the clearest place 
to see this is with the 10 Commandments. 
 
So back in Exodus 20 God gave Moses the 10 Commandments on stone tablets.  
These are the big rules He wanted His people to follow.  But there’s a context for these 
rules.  They don’t stand by themselves.  And friends, if you miss this you miss the Bible 
and you miss the heart of God. 
 
So Exodus 20 gives us the rules: “Don’t have any other gods before Me.  Don’t commit 
adultery.  Honour the Sabbath and your parents.”  But Exodus 19 tells us why.  It gives 
us the context.  And here’s what God says before He gives the rules: 
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You have seen what I did to the Egyptians. You know how I carried you on eagles’ 

wings and brought you to Myself. Now if you will obey Me and keep My 

covenant, you will be My own special treasure from among all the peoples on 

earth. (Exodus 19:4-5) 

 
Do you see the progression?  God acts first.  It doesn’t start with obedience, it starts 
with grace.  You see what I did.  I saved you.  I carried you.  I bought you out of slavery.  
And I did this because I want you to be My special treasure.  All that comes first, and 
then the way for us to respond is to keep God’s covenant.   
 
God doesn’t say “Obey Me and I’ll save you from Egypt.  Follow My commands and I’ll 
make you prosper.”  He doesn’t say that.  Israel didn’t even have God’s law when they 
were in Egypt so they couldn’t do anything to deserve God’s mercy.  God chose them 
and made them a people before they were anything at all. 
 
And friends, this is the gospel way back at the beginning.  The gospel isn’t a New 
Testament thing, it’s a Bible thing.  Salvation has always been about the undeserved 
grace of God being lavished onto us.  It’s all free! 
… 
So why obey then?  We obey because we want to be God’s treasure – “If you obey you 
will be My special treasure.”  And being someone’s treasure is about falling in love. 
 
So back in the olden days, like 1999, there was this young punk with a leather jacket 
and a 25-year-old Porsche who saw this girl and fell in love.  There were googlie eyes 
and mushy notes written on little pieces of paper and hidden in individually wrapped 
Ferrero Rocher’s.  He would show up at her window at 5am and whisper “I love you”.  It 
would make you barf.  So have you ever fallen in love?   
 
If you have then without knowing it you did something strange.  You studied that person 
and found out what made them tick.  You learned what they love and what bugs them – 
these are their personal rules.  And you obeyed them without thought because you 
wanted to please your beloved.  You wanted to delight them. 
 
And guess what, this work of obedience didn’t feel like obedience at all.  It felt like an 
adventure.  And this is what God wants.  Obedience by itself is empty, but love fueled 
action is joy.  And this is the purpose of the Bible.  God doesn’t want your obedience, 
He wants you to see how He has courted you so that you will fall in love with Him.  And 
when you love Him you will long to delight Him because He is delighting you.  
… 
So Jesus affirmed the authority of the Bible and He clarified its purpose.  And finally He 
wants to interpret it for you. 
… 
But hold on a second.  Sometimes when I read the Bible it doesn’t feel like an 
adventure, it feels like crushing pressure.  I mean haven’t you ever read the Bible and 
been totally discouraged by it?  So maybe you read the story of David and thought if the 
standard is simply to be brave enough to fight giants then I’m not going to make it.   
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Or maybe you read Joseph and thought all I’ve got to do is forgive my brothers when 
they sell me into slavery and tell my parents I’m dead.  I don’t think I can forgive like 
that.  Or how about Esther, all you have to do is risk everything for the lives of those 
around you.  That’s not easy.  And the Bible is full of impossible stories! 
 
Have you ever read these stories and thought I need someone to save me from the 
Bible!  If you have then you are halfway there, and you need Jesus to interpret the Bible 
for you.  And this is what He does. 
 
So after Jesus came back from the dead He met those two guys on the road to 
Emmaus.  And we read: 

Then Jesus took them through the writings of Moses and all the prophets, 

explaining from all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself. (Luke 24:27) 

 
You see everything in the Bible actually points to Jesus.  Jesus is the True Joseph who 
forgave His enemies while they were crucifying Him.  Jesus is the True Esther who 
risked His life, who laid it down, for the lives of those around Him.  Jesus is the True 
David who did battle with all your giants and overcame.  And He did all this before He 
ever asked you to obey one thing.  With Jesus it is love before commandments 100% of 
the time, and that’s how we need to read the Bible. 
 
But it is Jesus’ kind of love, not ours.  And this is why we need the authority of the Bible.  
It’s only when we encounter the objective Jesus of scripture can come to the holy God 
of the Bible.  Only when Jesus takes our sin upon Himself and clothes us in His 
righteousness can we ever bear scriptures expectations.  But when we see this Jesus, 
and allow Him to speak into our lives, then we find that His burden is light and His yolk 
is easy.  Only when we see Jesus can we enter the love relationship with God He 
created us for. 
 
So don’t make up your own traditions about what God expects.  When we do that we 
create an artificial god that we can’t actually have a relationship with - he exists in our 
own minds.  And you don’t want a Google Home God who is so safe He never 
challenges you.  You want one who can love you. 
 
And only Jesus can.  And He went to infinite lengths to do this.  Jesus came down from 
heaven to find you in your brokenness.  And He put on your shoes to understand you so 
He could woo you to Himself.  He loves you.   
 
So embrace the scripture He left behind to show Himself to you.  And soften your heart 
to Him.  Let yourself fall in love with Him.  And the burden He commands will be light 
and easy. 
 
 
 


