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INTRODUCTION: 

- An account about legalism and the perverted “religion” which results from the 

practice 

1 Then came together unto him the Pharisees, and certain of the scribes, which came 

from Jerusalem. 

- Opposition to Christ frequently comes from Jerusalem, the location of the temple 

and seat of Jewish authority 

o Ironic that those who should know the Scriptures the best and discern the 

most meaning from Christ’s ministry are those who persecute Him the 

most zealously 

2 And when they saw some of his disciples eat bread with defiled, that is to say, with 

unwashen, hands, they found fault. 

- . . . and when they saw . . . 

o They were watching and looking for something to find fault with 

o They didn’t come to hear or learn. They came specifically to condemn1 

 “The scribes and Pharisees, who had come from Jerusalem, were 

doubtless sent as spies, to watch and to report in no friendly spirit 

the proceedings of the great Prophet of Nazareth.”2 

o Their yardstick for orthodoxy was not the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible), but 

tradition and the Tanakh.3 

o Question - Why did the Jewish authorities do this? 

 It is too simplistic to say they were legalistic, evil men 

                                                           
1
 They came specifically to “investigate” Christ. John D. Grassmick, "Mark,"  vol. 2, The Bible Knowledge 

Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures, ed. J. F. Walvoord and R. B. Zuck (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985), 

132. 
2
 St. Mark Vol. I, ed. H. D. M. Spence-Jones, The Pulpit Commentary (London; New York: Funk & Wagnalls 

Company, 1909), 291. 
3
 Grassmick, “Mark,” 132-133. “These interpretations, designed to regulate every aspect of Jewish life, 

were considered as binding as the written Law and were passed on to each generation by faithful Law teachers 

(scribes). 
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 They were trying to preserve their Jewishness in an un-Jewish 

world.4 They chose to emphasize outward show rather than inward 

love. They had it backward!5 

 Application: 

 How do we fall into the same trap today? 

 Clothes, Bible reading, long-winded prayer, external 

formalism, etc. 

 Where are your false walls of conformity? Will you knock 

them down and grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ, 

or continue to build the walls of dead formalism ever higher? 

 Do you have your faith or your parent’s faith? 

o No matter the motive – legalism is an abomination. It is adding to God’s 

word. It is man trying to earn favor with God, which cannot be done. 

 Rom 3:20a - Therefore by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh 

be justified in his sight 

 “The authority of men is preferred to the command of God. Sternly, 

and therefore tyrannically, are the common people compelled to 

give their whole attention to trifles.”6 

3 For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, except they wash their hands oft, eat not, 

holding the tradition of the elders. 

4 And when they come from the market, except they wash, they eat not. And many 

other things there be, which they have received to hold, as the washing of cups, and 

pots, brasen vessels, and of tables. 
                                                           

4
 James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2002), 205. “Rituals 

concerning cleanness and uncleanness reflect rabbinic developments more than actual Torah prescriptions . . . As 

Judaism’s encounter with Gentile culture increased in the post-exilic period, however, the question of ritual 

cleanliness took on new significance as a way of maintaining Jewish purity over against Gentile culture.” 
5
 See especially J. Julius Scott, Jr., Jewish Backgrounds of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 

2001), 108-112. “[T]he defeat and exile faced the surviving Hebrews with the loss of their central national and 
religious institutions. They were without a unifying center of influence. They were forced to rethink the nature of 
God, his relation to them, and the viability of Old Testament religion. They were thrown into close contact with 
other cultures, and their traditional way of life became difficult or impossible. They, in a new way, confronted the 
relation between religion and culture. In every area the Hebrew race and its political and religious systems 
encountered a constant threat to survival.” 

6
 John Calvin and William Pringle, vol. 2, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists Matthew, Mark, 

and Luke (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2010), 246. 
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5 Then the Pharisees and scribes asked him, Why walk not thy disciples according to 

the tradition of the elders, but eat bread with unwashen hands? 

- We saw that the Pharisees were legalistic. Here, they attempt to impose their 

legalism on Christ 

o Their authority is not Scripture, but traditions of men!7 

- We see this legalism in our own fundamental Baptist circles 

o  Mandated, minute details about clothing (men and women) 

o Presumptions of carnality from “insufficient” Bible reading 

o Allegations of “backsliding” if a family stops attending every single service, 

all the time 

6 He answered and said unto them, Well hath Esaias prophesied of you hypocrites, as 

it is written, This people honoureth me with their lips, but their heart is far from me. 

7 Howbeit in vain do they worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of 

men. 

- Christ quoted from Isa 29:13, which was a condemnation of Judah before her 

destruction by the Babylonians! 

o Because Christ applied these words to the Pharisees (“Esaias prophesied of 

you hypocrites”) this is a very damning, condemnatory statement 

- . . . but their heart is far from me 

o Judah’s sin was all external with nothing internal. Outward conformity, not 

a circumcision of the heart (Deut 10:16).8 This was the Pharisees’ sin as 

well 

8 For laying aside the commandment of God, ye hold the tradition of men, as the 

washing of pots and cups: and many other such like things ye do. 

9 And he said unto them, Full well ye reject the commandment of God, that ye may 

keep your own tradition. 

                                                           
7
 Edwards, Mark, 208. “By Jesus’ day, adherence to the unwritten oral tradition was as important for the 

Pharisees as was adherence to the Torah itself.” 
8
 Calvin and Pringle, Harmony of the Evangelists, 253. “The substance of what our Lord states on this 

subject is, that, since the worship of God is spiritual, and as nothing pleases him that is not accompanied by the 

inward sincerity of the heart, they who make holiness to consist in outward display are hypocrites.”  
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- . . . laying aside the commandment of God . . . 

o God’s word was being intentionally “set aside” for the commandments of 

men 

o This was not a mistake, or a mere difference of interpretation 

o They deliberately rejected God’s word in order to keep their own 

traditions (v.9)9 

- Christ provides a sad and startling example: 

10 For Moses said, Honour thy father and thy mother; and, Whoso curseth father or 

mother, let him die the death: 

11 But ye say, If a man shall say to his father or mother, It is Corban, that is to say, a 

gift, by whatsoever thou mightest be profited by me; he shall be free. 

-  “Corban” is the English transliteration of the Greek transliteration of a Hebrew 

word meaning a gift dedicated to God, i.e., an offering.10 

- Two facts11 

o Children are obligated to take care of their parents in their old age 

o People could dedicate their possessions to the temple, but be free to use 

them until their death (e.g. as in donating possessions in a will).12  

 EX: Ricky pledges to give everything he owns to Victory Baptist 

Church when he dies (60 years from now!) 

- Legalistic interpretation: 

o Something dedicated to God is unalterable (Num 30:2) 

o Therefore, if a man dedicates all he has to God he cannot use it to help his 

parents13 

                                                           
9
 See Edwards, Mark, 209 for an excellent discussion on this point. 

10
 James A. Brooks, vol. 23, “Mark,” The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman 

Publishers, 1991), 116. 
11

 The most succinct explanation of Corban in this passage is given by Grassmick, “Mark,” 133-134. For a 

more comprehensive explanation, see Edwards, Mark, 210-211.  
12

 Edwards, Mark, 210. “In the case of Corban, a person could dedicate goods to God and withdraw them 

from ordinary use, although retaining control over them himself.” 
13

 NET Bible note on Mk 7:11. “According to contemporary Jewish tradition the person who made this 
claim was absolved from responsibility to support or assist his parents, a clear violation of the Mosaic law to honor 
one's parents.” 
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 EX: Ricky cannot take care of his parents in their old age because he 

has already pledged everything he has to God! 

o Priests discouraged anybody from cancelling Corban. They could do it – for 

a price!14 

- This is the absurd extent of legalism in Jesus’ day 

12 And ye suffer him no more to do ought for his father or his mother; 

13 Making the word of God of none effect through your tradition, which ye have 

delivered: and many such like things do ye. 

- Consider some traditions in our own fundamental Baptist circles. These traditions 

are not exclusive to us, but they are broadly representative: 

o The “Sunday School” concept was initially a way to reach the masses of 

urban children, and began roughly between 1865 - 191415 

o The concept of the “revival” in the modern sense came about in the 

aftermath of the Cane Ridge Revival in Cane Ridge, KY in 180116 

 Growth and expansion into frontier areas after the Revolutionary 

War resulted in a decidedly less intellectual and more emotional 

style of preaching and decision-making 

o The concept of the “alter call” is also an outgrowth of the same 

circumstances 

o Consider what the reaction would be with some Pastors if you decided to  

 Get rid of Sunday School 

 Not do alter calls 

 Not have revivals 

 Would their reaction be similar to the Pharisees (v.5)? 

 Would yours? 

o When we purposely lay aside the commandments of God for the traditions 

of men, we are committing the same sin the Pharisees were 

 It produces cold formalism 
                                                           

14
 Ibid. “According to Josephus, priests required fifty shekels from a man, and thirty from a woman, to 

cancel Corban.” 
15

 Justo Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity, vol. 2, combined ed. (Peabody, MS: Hendrickson, 2007), 254-

255. 
16

 Ibid, 245. 
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 It produces fake Christians 

 It produces hypocrites 

 It blasphemes God’s word and is an insult to Christ and His finished 

work on the cross 

 


