
Grounded in the Gospel 

xiii. The Heart of the Matter 

Mark 7:1-23 
 

Jesus was known as the Prince of Peace, full of grace and truth.  Why then did controversy pursue 

him and conflict dog his steps.  From the moment of his birth King Herod tried to eliminate him.  

Throughout his public ministry the religious leaders pursued him relentlessly, culminating in his 

death by crucifixion. 
 

The conflict wasn’t political.  Last week we noted that Jesus resisted the call of the crowd, after 

he fed the five thousand, to become a populist liberator from Rome.  Nor did Jesus directly 

confront the social structures of the day.  “My kingdom is not of this world”, he said and “those 

who live by the sword shall perish by the sword”. 
 

The controversy Jesus faced in the passage before us, is one of authority.  Where does final 

authority for our lives lie, in tradition or Scripture?  The Pharisees and Teachers of the law regarded 

Jesus as suspect, an itinerant rabbi who did not respect the “traditions of the elders”.  So they sent 

a team from Jerusalem to Galilee to inspect the situation.  They noted that the disciples ate with 

‘unclean’ hands.  The issue was not hygiene but religious exclusivity.  Observant Jesus were 

obliged to perform ritual washing after contact with Gentiles, lest they be ceremonially defiled. 
 

At issue was the Mishnah, the role of oral tradition, as opposed to Torah, the law of Moses.  

According to the Rabbis Moses had given the law in a generic sense, the oral tradition made it 

explicit.  The desire was honourable, but the practice not.  Jesus’ response was short and sharp 

“You have let go the commands of God and are holding on to human traditions”. (v8)  He 

challenged them about the practise of Corban i.e. money or resources devoted to support the 

Temple, but available for the donors exclusive use whilst still alive.  This negated the fifth 

commandment to honour one’s parents and offer the necessary support in time of need.  In 

effect Corban denied the law.  Legalism based on the oral tradition not only dishonoured God, it 

had a negative impact on society. 
 

This has striking implications for us.  The issue of authority is equally contested today.  The Shorter 

Catechism poses the question “What is man’s primary purpose?”, the answer being “Man’s 

primary purpose is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever”.  The second question is the nub of the 

matter: “What authority from God directs us how to glorify and enjoy him?”  Answer: “The only 

authority for glorifying and enjoying God is the Bible which is the Word of God and is made up of 

the Old and the New Testaments.”  This was the issue in Jesus’ day, reiterated by the Reformation 

maxim “Sola Scriptura”, Scripture Alone and the issue still today.  Where does final authority lie, in 

conscience, tradition or Scripture. 
 

We need to draw a distinction between healthy tradition, the living tradition of our forebears, and 

‘traditionalism’, the empty husk of tradition gone to seed, True tradition is lifegiving, keeping us in 

touch with the past in an age which over-privileges the present, preoccupied with innovation 

and novelty.  Whilst this may have technological advantages it stunts the soul and leads to 

spiritual sterility by dismissing the past as irrelevant or impractical.  
 

Moreover, modern society questions the veracity of truth in its suspicion of authority.  Absolute 

truth is regarded as authoritarian.  Accordingly, objective truth is dismissed and replaced by 

subjective insight and collective truth created by community.  The effect is similar to that of Jesus’ 

day.  Final authority is shifted from Scripture to the passing values of the day.  Dean Inge’s 

observation, “The church that marries the spirit of the age will be a window in the next” is a timely 

reminder that according to Jesus, what Scripture says, God says, and is relevant and applicable 

for all time. 
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