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February 22 - Choosing Between Tradition and Scripture
WEEKLY READING - MARK 5-9  TODAY'S PASSAGE - MARK 7:1-23

MAIN POINT

God’s people often do things a certain way because that’s the way they’ve always done them, not
because that’s how the Bible says they should do them.

BACKGROUND

Alongside the conspicuous sections in chapters 4 and 13 of Mark’s Gospel, 7:1–23 represents one of
Jesus’ lengthier instructions reported in the book. Further challenges arise as the opponents of Jesus
are concerned with the proper interpretation of the law of Moses. Jesus stresses that the neglect of a
renewed and purified heart for the sake of ritual and external purity unhinges the very reason and
purpose of the law of God. Verses 1–13 introduce the controversy by contrasting human statutes
with God’s commandments. Because of the deep defilement and self-sufficiency of the human heart,
even the Word of God is misused, reinterpreted, and annulled. It follows that without renewed and
purified hearts, all else is futile (vv. 14–23). Verses 1–21 serve as an illustration for verses 22–23: even
the pursuit of God’s law becomes corrupted (vv. 1–13) because of a corrupt heart (cf. vv. 14–21, and
especially vv. 21–23).

Such profound teaching is accompanied by the ongoing demonstration of Jesus’ power over demons
as well as his ability to heal and to multiply food (7:24–8:10). Jesus’ initial call is to the people of Israel
(7:27). However, he anticipates a future ministry of his disciples to Gentiles. Subsequently, Jesus
reaches out to a Gentile woman and her demon-possessed daughter (vv. 24–30).

CHRIST CONNECTION

Human beings from different religious and philosophical backgrounds, such as Islam, cultural
Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, Stoicism, self-help disciplines, and various philosophies all know
the fundamental problem: moral laws and rules are established, but the human heart is by no
means cleansed and tamed by them. The power of evil, lust, greed, anger, and hatred, to name but a
few, is often much greater than that of the respective laws set against them (7:20–23; cf. Col. 2:23) or
even of good intentions. Without a greater power to overcome these evil inclinations of the heart,
there is often little hope of change.

Some disciplined people may manage to shift a sinful human tendency from one area to another:
the idol of illicit sexual gratification may be transferred to becoming a workaholic or an overly
ambitious athlete. One idol is thus replaced by another. Another way of dealing with such powerful
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drives is the attempt to suppress them severely. Some other philosophies, such as Greek
Epicureanism, sought to channel various powerful desires into manageable directions, thus seeking
a degree of moderation. In the end, however, only the healing and transformation of the inner
sanctum of a human heart by God himself facilitates true worship and life, in exchange for shedding
idols, destructive desires, and habits.

Jesus’ teaching in 7:1–13 challenges a person to make a fundamental decision. As option one, a
person may seek God’s righteousness and God’s purification of heart defilements (10:45; 14:22–24).
Such a person can live under God’s Word and grow in his guidance. As option two, a person may
seek his own sense of purity and live under his own rules and regulations, be they of religious or
philosophical origin. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Mosaic law (Matt. 5:17).277 As such, he transforms
and purifies his followers in such a radical way that they can gradually display the fundamental
moral precepts of the Mosaic law as an expression of worship. In place of idolatry, such worship is
the consequence of ongoing trust in Christ (cf. Col. 2:23).

Above all, Jesus transforms each follower of Christ into a person who lives in personal fellowship and
union with the triune God. As such, a disciple receives the additional commission of going to the
ends of the earth as a holistic witness to proclaim and live out the mission of God’s redemption.

THE FLOW

15 minutes - Conversation and relationship-building
5 minutes - Create interest (icebreaker, activity, or quote)
10 minutes - Year of Prayer guided prayer time
40 minutes - Study and apply the Bible
5 minutes - Prayer requests

INTRODUCTION

As your group time begins, use at least one of these questions to introduce the topic of discussion.

Are there certain traditions that you practice in your family or personal life? If so, what are
they?
What traditions do we practice as a church?
What are some good things about traditions? What are some bad things about traditions?

Share information from BACKGROUND and CHRIST CONNECTION to help group members
understand the context

Transition/Say - While traditions can be valuable, they can also get in the way of doing what God
wants us to do. Our study today highlights this danger. Like the Jewish religious leaders in Mark 7,
people today are tempted to interpret Scripture in light of their religious traditions rather than
evaluating tradition on the basis of Scripture. But we must be willing to evaluate our preferences in
light of God’s Word. Whenever traditions and Scripture collide, we must choose Scripture.

YEAR OF PRAYER - GROUP PRAYER
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GUIDE YOUR GROUP TO OFFER THEIR PRAYERS OUT LOUD WITH THE ENTIRE GROUP OR PUT
PEOPLE INTO GROUPS OF 3-4 TO PRAY TOGETHER.

Pause and ask the Holy Spirit to guide your time of prayer.

Heavenly Father, we lift our voices in praise to You, for You alone are worthy of all glory and honor.
Your mercy endures forever, and Your faithfulness is unending. We bless Your holy name. You are
the Lord, My Fortress and Shield.

Lift your words of adoration at this time. (pause)

Father, we come humbly asking for You to reveal anything in our lives that displeases You—actions,
attitudes, desiring to please man rather than You in the decisions we make.

As we are still in Your presence, open our hearts and minds to things for which we need to ask
forgiveness. (pause)

We acknowledge that Your Son came to save those who are spiritually lost—may we exercise
boldness in sharing the gospel without fear. Just as the disciples went out and shared the gospel,
may we be aware of opportunities to proclaim the good news to others.

Pray for those in your life without Christ. Would you now share their names aloud. (pause)

1 Chronicles 16:34 “Oh give thanks to the LORD, for He is good: for His steadfast love endures
forever.” 2 Corinthians 9:15 “Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!” the gift of salvation through
Your Son Jesus Christ.

What words of thanksgiving do you have to share? (pause)

Father, we ask that You teach us how to love you with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, using
what You teach us to be an influencer in this world and not being influenced by the world. We thank
You for the words of Philippians 1:6, “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to
completion.”

We thank you Almighty Father for hearing our prayers. Help us to always pray in faith believing and
in agreement, in the name of Jesus. Amen

STUDY AND DISCUSS

Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ MARK 7:1-5.

7:1-23. This is Jesus’ longest conflict speech in the Gospel of Mark.
7:2. As in 2:18,24, the dispute occurred over the actions of Jesus’ disciples. Unclean... hands
refers to ritual cleansing, not hygiene.
7:3-4. These verses are an explanatory parenthesis. This is Mark’s only reference to the Jews as
a group. Wash their hands ritually (lit “wash their hands with the fist”) could refer to washing
with a fistful of water, or washing up to the wrist. The tradition of the elders (cp. vv. 5,8-9,13)
refers to oral traditions which had grown up around the written law. Such traditions became
the heart of rabbinic Judaism. Apparently when the Pharisees returned from the marketplace
they did more than just ritually wash their hands; they thoroughly purified themselves.
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7:5. Jesus replied in verse 8 that the tradition of the elders is merely “the tradition of men.”

What complaints did the Pharisees and scribes make against Jesus’ disciples? What did this
complaint reveal about their hearts?

What motivated the religious leaders to ask Jesus about their traditions?

The “tradition of the elders” (v. 3) was a huge body of meticulous rules of conduct passed down for
centuries and considered almost as authoritative as the law of Moses. The issue for the religious
leaders was not one of hygiene but of adherence to their traditions, which required a ceremonial
washing of hands prior to eating. When the leaders asked Jesus about these traditions, they were
not concerned about His holiness; rather, they were trying to trap Jesus and damage His authority in
front of the crowds.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER TO READ MARK 7:6-13.

7:6-7. The word for hypocrites referred to an actor who hid behind a mask. Thus the word
meant “pretender.” Jesus’ quotation from Isa 29:13 clearly defined what a hypocrite was and
focused on God’s condemnation of those who taught as doctrines the commands of men.
7:8-9. Jesus accused the scribes and Pharisees of disregarding the command of God while
keeping the tradition of men. They made their oral traditions more important than God’s law.
7:10. By quoting the fifth commandment (Ex 20:12; Dt 5:16) and Ex 21:17 (Lv 20:9), Jesus
introduced a specific example of what He charged in Mk 7:8-9.
7:11-13. You say is emphatic and pits the rabbis’ teaching against God’ s word. The rabbinic
custom of Corban (modified from Lv 27:28; Num 18:14) allowed a person to devote all his
material goods to the Lord. The rabbis shamefully allowed Corban to excuse sons from
meeting the material needs of their aging parents. You do many other similar things
emphasized that the Corban practice was representative of other hypocritical Pharisaic
practices.

Jesus separated Himself from the Pharisees and scribes by distinguishing between God’s
commandments, the authoritative laws of Scripture, and man-made traditions (v. 8).

According to Jesus, how were the Pharisees and scribes breaking God’s commandments? Were
they aware of it?

Dedicating a gift to the temple that would have gone to support one’s parents was a practice called
“Corban,” which means, “a gift devoted to God.” This gift, though dedicated to the temple, did not
have to be paid during the owner’s lifetime; it just had to be verbally promised to the temple, thus
keeping it in the hands of the owner for his personal use instead of being used to help his parents.
In Jesus’ day, Corban became a loophole that allowed the people to violate God’s command to honor
their parents.

Why would someone place traditions over God’s commands?

Why is following Scripture always more important than following tradition?

Jesus called the religious leaders hypocrites. What does it mean to be a hypocrite? Why did the
religious leaders qualify? How are people negatively affected spiritually by others’ hypocrisy?

The religious leaders were hypocrites because their actions were based on appearance and were not
motivated from the heart. Their teaching reflected this because they appealed to the tradition of the
elders instead of appealing to God’s Word. To honor your father and mother meant to provide for
them in their old age. By giving what was due to their parents to the temple, the religious leaders
gave the appearance of devotion without the heart motivation.
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In what ways do religious people today act like hypocrites? How do you avoid hypocrisy in your
life?

HAVE A VOLUNTEER TO READ MARK 7:14-23.

7:14-16. Jesus broadened His audience to the crowd and expanded His topic to true
defilement. Verse 15 is the heart of His teaching. A person is defiled by what comes out, not
what goes in.
7:17-18. The disciples asked Jesus privately about the parable of verse 15. Jesus repeated what
He had said and rebuked them for their lack of understanding.
7:19. What goes into a person’s stomach doesn’t defile because it is digested and eliminated.
Recall that Mark was written under Peter’s influence and that Peter learned in Ac 10:15 that all
foods are clean. Thus the parenthetical statement of Mk 7:19 indicates that Mark, Peter, and
others looked back afresh on Jesus’ saying and realized that He had pronounced all foods
clean. They failed fully to grasp this when Jesus originally uttered it.
7:20-23. Jesus listed 13 moral problems to illustrate His point about internal defilement. The
first seven are plural and indicate repeated acts. Sexual immoralities includes all illicit sexual
practices outside marriage. Evil actions is a term for maliciousness. The last six evils are all
singular, indicating attitudes. Stinginess is literally “the evil eye.” It refers to jealousy, envy,
covetousness, and a grudging attitude. Blasphemy includes slander of others (cp. 2Tim 3:2).
The word for pride refers to exalting oneself above others. Foolishness is lack of moral
judgment.

What did Jesus want the crowd to understand in verses 14-15?

What would the religious leaders have said it took to be clean before God? What was Jesus saying
it meant to be clean before God?

What extra standards do you impose upon people that God does not impose upon them? How
could you identify these?

Jesus focused on the real problem—a sinful heart. Failure to conform to human standards and rules
does not condemn us; our sinful hearts condemn us. No amount of religious activity can change the
selfish nature of the heart or make it clean. Jesus is only one way. By trusting in Him, we can be
changed from the inside out.

APPLICATION

Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives.

How can you tell if you are just going through the motions of religious activity?

Is there anyone in your life that can tell you when you are leaning on traditions instead of upon
God? What is the value of having such a friend?

What changes would you make in your own life to more effectively embrace the commands of
God?

OPTIONAL GROUP ACTIVITY
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Activity: “Clean Hands, Clean Hearts” (Mark 7:1–23)

Goal: Spot the difference between external religion and heart-level transformation.

1) Two-Column Board Map (3 minutes)

On a whiteboard (or shared paper), draw two columns:

OUTSIDE (traditions / appearance) | INSIDE (heart / source)

Ask the group to call out phrases from the passage and place them in the columns. Examples they
may mention:

“washing hands,” “tradition of the elders” → OUTSIDE
“heart is far,” “from within” → INSIDE

Keep it quick—no debating yet, just sorting.

2) Discussion: What’s the Real Issue? (3 minutes)

Use 2–3 questions:

What’s wrong in this passage: the practice (washing) or the priority (tradition over God’s word)?
Where do you see “honoring with lips” show up in modern church life?
Why do you think Jesus lists so many heart-sins (vv. 21–22)? What point is He making?

3) “Tradition vs. Command” Mini-Case (2 minutes)

Read one scenario and let the group decide: Helpful tradition or harmful replacement?

Pick one:

“We care more about how someone dresses than whether they’re welcomed.”
“We avoid hard conversations by hiding behind ‘that’s just how we do it.’”
“We treat certain worship styles as ‘more spiritual’ and judge others.”

Ask:

What might Jesus say here?
What would a heart-level response look like?

4) One-Step Practice (30–60 seconds)

Invite each person to answer (silently or briefly aloud):

“This week, I will focus on a heart-level practice of faith by ______.”

Examples: confessing a hidden attitude, making restitution, choosing honesty, showing mercy,
praying for a changed desire.

PRAYER

Prayer Requests of Group Members (be sure to share these with the group and check in on relevant
requests)

·
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·

·

·

·

·

Those we are Asking God to Save

Friends -

Family -

Co-workers -

Others -

Close in prayer, Pray that God will enable followers of Christ to live as genuine believers who follow
Scripture, avoid hypocrisy, and have hearts cleansed by Jesus..


