Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost
August 22, 2021
Psalm 14 (NIV) For the director of music. Of David. 1 The
fool says in his heart, “There is no God.” They are corrupt, their deeds are vile; there is no one who does good.
2 The LORD looks down from heaven on all mankind to
see if there are any who understand, any who seek God.
3 All have turned away, all have become corrupt; there
is no one who does good, not even one. 4 Do all these
evildoers know nothing? They devour my people as
though eating bread; they never call on the LORD. 5 But
there they are, overwhelmed with dread, for God is present in the company of the righteous. 6 You evildoers
frustrate the plans of the poor, but the LORD is their
refuge. 7 Oh, that salvation for Israel would come out of
Zion! When the LORD restores his people, let Jacob rejoice and Israel be glad!
Isaiah 29:11–19 (NIV) 11 For you this whole vision is
nothing but words sealed in a scroll. And if you give the
scroll to someone who can read, and say, “Read this,
please,” they will answer, “I can’t; it is sealed.” 12 Or if
you give the scroll to someone who cannot read, and
say, “Read this, please,” they will answer, “I don’t know
how to read.” 13 The Lord says: “These people come near
to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips,
but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is
based on merely human rules they have been taught. 14
Therefore once more I will astound these people with
wonder upon wonder; the wisdom of the wise will perish, the intelligence of the intelligent will vanish.” 15 Woe
to those who go to great depths to hide their plans from
the LORD, who do their work in darkness and think,
“Who sees us? Who will know?” 16 You turn things upside down, as if the potter were thought to be like the
clay! Shall what is formed say to the one who formed it,
“You did not make me”? Can the pot say to the potter,
“You know nothing”? 17 In a very short time, will not
Lebanon be turned into a fertile field and the fertile field
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seem like a forest? 18 In that day the deaf will hear the
words of the scroll, and out of gloom and darkness the
eyes of the blind will see. 19 Once more the humble will
rejoice in the LORD; the needy will rejoice in the Holy
One of Israel.
Ephesians 5:22–33 (NIV) 22 Wives, submit yourselves to
your own husbands as you do to the Lord. 23 For the
husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of
the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. 24 Now
as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should
submit to their husbands in everything. 25 Husbands,
love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and
gave himself up for her 26 to make her holy, cleansing
her by the washing with water through the word, 27 and
to present her to himself as a radiant church, without
stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and
blameless. 28 In this same way, husbands ought to love
their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife
loves himself. 29 After all, no one ever hated their own
body, but they feed and care for their body, just as
Christ does the church—30 for we are members of his
body. 31 “For this reason a man will leave his father and
mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” 32 This is a profound mystery—but I
am talking about Christ and the church. 33 However,
each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.
Mark 7:1–13 (NIV) 1 The 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
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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.”

Clean Hands and Wayward Hearts
Mark 7:1–13
Outline
Life lessons from the negative examples of:
❑ Ceremonial cleanliness
(verses 1-5; Mark 1:40-42; 6:56)
❑ Worthless worship
(verses 6-8; 1 Samuel 16:7; Ephesians 5:19)
❑ Legal loopholes
(verses 9-12; Isaiah 29:11-12, 18; Hebrews 4:2)
Truths of apply:
❑ Don’t let religion keep you from a relationship with
Jesus (Matthew 7:21-23)
❑ True worship comes from loving the Lord with all
your heart, soul, mind and strength (Mark 12:30)
❑ Don’t rationalize sin by looking for loopholes in
God’s word (2 Corinthians 5:10; Luke 24:45)
❑ Have clean hands and faithful hearts!
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Clean Hands and Wayward Hearts
Mark 7:1–13

a violation of religious law called The Tradition of the
Elders and duly asked Jesus in an accusing tone:

After a year and a half of COVID, you are probably used
to washing or sanitizing your hands frequently.

“Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition
of the elders instead of eating their food with defiled
hands?”

The Pharisees of Jesus day did not have sanitizer, but
they did have very strict rules about washing their
hands. It wasn’t about the spread of disease but about
being contaminated with religious impurity.
The Pharisees had clean hands (at least according to
their traditions) but in our gospel lesson today, Jesus
exposes their wayward hearts.
This morning we are given examples of what NOT to do
in our devotion to God. It’s important to learn from your
mistakes, but it can be even more valuable to learn from
the mistakes of others, so that you don’t make them
yourself.
It’s easy for us to criticize the Pharisees for their callous
disregard of God’s Word. But we are also sinners—and
we need to see our own tendency to have Clean Hands
but Wayward Hearts.
As we dig into our text, let’s see what important lessons
we can learn from the Pharisees’ negative example of
Ceremonial cleanliness
Worthless Worship and
Legal Loopholes.
First let’s take a look at their
Ceremonial cleanliness
The 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.
1

These religious professionals had come to Galilee from
Jerusalem to check Jesus out. They immediately noted
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They were incensed that Jesus would allow His disciples
to openly disregard a ritual they considered so binding.
This wasn’t about hygiene but about keeping their traditions to maintain religious purity.
The Tradition of the Elders was not part of the Law that
God commanded His people to keep. These were rules
and regulations originally adopted by the Pharisees to
keep Israelites from accidentally or inadvertently breaking the Law. The problem was, they became a law unto
themselves and imposed a legalistic bondage on the
Jewish people.
The Pharisees were meticulous about washing their
hands to be ceremonially clean. And it was not only
their hands they were concerned about. Archaeologists
have discovered quite a few indoor pools or Mikvah in
Jerusalem dating to the time of Jesus used for ceremonial washing of their whole body.
Mark is writing for a non-Jewish audience in Rome, so
he gives the background to this distinctively Jewish
practice. He notes that 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.
Mark then carefully notes that they made sure they ceremonially washed after being in the Marketplace:
4When 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.
I think it is not a coincidence that just before recounting
this incident, Mark records that Jesus used the marketplace as a hospital.
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wherever he went—into villages, towns or countryside—they placed the sick in the marketplaces. They
begged him to let them touch even the edge of his cloak,
and all who touched it were healed. (Mark 6:56 NIV)
The Pharisees and teachers of the law were careful to
wash when they came home from the marketplace, in
case they had inadvertently brushed up against an unclean person or object.
Jesus, of course, came into contact with all sorts of unclean people in the marketplaces of the many towns and
villages he traveled through. Anyone who had an illness
was considered ceremonially unclean—defiled.
To the Pharisees, Jesus’ contact with sick people defiled
Him—made Him unholy. But the opposite was actually
true. Jesus was holy. When an “unclean” person made
contact with Jesus, it wasn’t that Jesus became defiled,
it was that the sick person became well and made clean.
In Mark 1:40-42 we are told: 40 A man with leprosy came
to him and begged him on his knees, "If you are willing,
you can make me clean." 41Filled with compassion, Jesus
reached out his hand and touched the man. "I am willing," he said. "Be clean!" 42 And immediately the leprosy
left him, and he was made clean.
Now the point here is not about hygiene and the spread
of disease. The point is that the Pharisees and teachers
of the law thought that they could be clean before God
by an external ritual—by washing religiously.
We can also fall into that trap. We can do all the right
things outwardly, but inwardly have hearts that are not
right with God. We can appear very spiritual on the
outside, but be spiritually wandering on the inside.
And that’s where Jesus took the conversation—to the
heart of the matter—the human heart.
Jesus did not respond directly to the accusations of the
Pharisees and teachers of the law but instead accused
them of being hypocrites engaging in
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Worthless worship
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.”
6

Worship is vain or empty when our hearts are far from
God. The Greek word for vain means of no purpose or
worthless.
These religionists may have had clean hands, but they
had wandering hearts. As Isaiah said, and Jesus
quoted, their hearts were far from God.
Such worship does not honor the Lord and accomplishes nothing. We sometimes speak about going
through the motions even when our heart is not in it.
That should never be true of our worship. The words
we say or sing and the form we use is not nearly as important as the attitude of our hearts.
1 Samuel 16:7 tells us “. . . The LORD does not look at
the things people look at. People look at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.” (NIV)
Ephesians 5:19 instructs us to be addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing
and making melody to the Lord with your heart (ESV).
But our worship is more than just singing hymns and
hearing a message on Sunday morning—as good and
important as that is. Romans 12:1 instruct us that our
whole lives are to be dedicated to God as an act of worship.
I appeal to you therefore . . . by the mercies of God, to
present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. (ESV)
1

We are to offer to God the living sacrifice of our bodies,
fully dedicated to Him; continually worshipping the
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Lord by rejoicing always, praying constantly and giving
thanks in all circumstances. (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18)

Scripture can be a closed book for us as well if we do
not receive it in faith.

Jesus then continues with an indictment against them
for justifying themselves by inventing

We don’t want to make the mistake of the Israelites who
wandered in the desert for 40 years and never entered
the promised land. Hebrews 4:2 tells us: For we also
have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did; but
the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not combine it with faith.
(NIV)

Legal loopholes
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.”
9

Jesus rebuked them: You nullify the word of God (verse
13). The word nullify means to invalidate.
The Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament notes:
that for Israel, the Covenant was the means of salvation.
“Whoever declared the Torah invalid . . . nullified God's
will for salvation and in this opposition rejected God
himself”
Instead of honoring, protecting and obeying God’s covenant law with Israel, they rejected it, shutting themselves off from its blessings.
For these hypocrites, Scripture was a closed book that
they could not understand. This is what Isaiah meant
in our Old Testament Lesson:
For you this whole vision is nothing but words sealed
in a scroll. And if you give the scroll to someone who can
read, and say, “Read this, please,” they will answer, “I
can’t; it is sealed.” 12 Or if you give the scroll to someone
who cannot read, and say, “Read this, please,” they will
answer, “I don’t know how to read.” (Isaiah 29:11-12)
11

13 Pentecost_8-22-2021 Clean Hands and Wandering Hearts_Post Online

Fortunately, God promised that when we come to Him
in repentance and faith, He will open our ears to hear
His Word and make our eyes see the truth of the Scriptures. Isaiah 29:18 from our Old Testament lesson says:
In that day the deaf will hear the words of the scroll,
and out of gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind will
see. (NIV)
18

And so, there are lessons we can learn from the Pharisees and teachers of the law by not making the same
mistakes they did, and by not falling into the same sin
as they did.
First, don’t mistake outward conformance to our own
human standards as holiness in God’s sight. Don’t
think that just because we have done what looks good
to others, that we have pleased God.
The Pharisees and teachers of the law were so focused
on their own outward standard that they missed out on
a relationship with Jesus!
Jesus warned in Matthew 7:21-23: 21 “Not everyone
who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of
heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who
is in heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord,
Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out
demons in your name, and do many mighty works in
your name?’ 23 And then will I declare to them, ‘I never
knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’ (ESV)
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Make sure you have a relationship to Jesus not just religious behavior.

in your life—live it out! Have clean hands and faithful
hearts!

Second, don’t make the mistake of saying the right
words but with our hearts wandering far from God.

Let us pray . . .

May our speech, our actions and the attitude of our
hearts toward the Lord all match up. We don’t want to
just appear religious, but have a true relationship with
Jesus.
A hypocrite is, in the Greek, one who is acting the part.
It is literally putting on a mask and pretending to be
someone you are not. We may be able to fool others
about our relationship with God, and we may even fool
ourselves, but we can’t fool the Lord.
Instead of a wandering heart, have a worshipful heart.
Worship Him by loving the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and
with all your strength. (Mark 12:30 ESV)
Finally, don’t make the mistake of rationalizing that we
have really done God’s will when we have not. Don’t
look for the loopholes and try to rationalize sin.
I talk to some inmates in the jail who are looking for
legal loopholes that would keep them from having to
take responsibility for their actions and free them from
the consequences of their crime.
There are no loopholes with God. For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each of
us may receive what is due us for the things done while
in the body, whether good or bad. (2 Corinthians 5:10
NIV)
Don’t let the Bible be a closed book to you that you don’t
open and can’t understand. Let Jesus do for you what
He did for his apostles: Then he opened their minds so
they could understand the Scriptures. (Luke 24:45 NIV)
Don’t just read or hear the word of the Lord but believe
it, trust it, and by the power of the Holy Spirit, apply it
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