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Mark 7:14-23 No: 27  Week: 124 Friday 1/02/08 
  

Prayer   
We praise You Almighty God, for it is our greatest joy to know that despite all the problems, our 
eternal future is secure through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Challenge us each day by Your Holy 
Spirit so that we do not lose our way on the path of Christian life, the path of holiness, and lift 
our hearts each day to You, who first loved us! AMEN 

Other Prayer Suggestions  
Weekly Theme: Christ and Culture 
Give thanks to God for those cultures which reflect a true Christian heritage. Pray that these will 
not be overcome by the strong pressures of secularism within the world. Pray also that through 
revival, the Gospel will powerfully change cultures even in today’s scientific world, so that 
people might come to accept that God is indeed to be found within the world He has made.  

Meditation 
The routine of our lives continues day by day, 
 But nothing is routine to Almighty God. 
He waits at the bedside of those who are dying; 
 And He is present at the miracle of birth. 
He stands by the shy child in the playground; 
 And He challenges the arrogant bully in his heart. 
He applauds those who have found success 
 And He stands by those who think they have failed. 
He watches the heart of a caring mother; 
 And He moves the heart of a father to love. 
He reveals Himself in the glories of creation 
 And He opens up nature to the discipline of science. 
There is no part of life in which He is not involved, 
 But it is for us to grasp the meaning of His presence 

Bible Study  - Mark 7:14-23 
14 Then He called the crowd to Him again and said to them, ‘Listen to me, all of 
you, and understand 15 that there is nothing outside of a person which by going 
inside of him will make him “unclean”. However, it is what comes out of a person 
which makes him “unclean”! 16 (Let anyone with ears to hear, listen!) 17 When he 
arrived home and away from the crowds, His disciples asked Him about the 
parable. 18 He said to them, ‘Why are you so senseless? Don’t you understand that 
whatever goes into a person from the outside has no power to make him “unclean” 
19 because it does not go into the heart but the stomach, and is passed out into the 
sewer (in this way, Jesus declared all foods ‘clean’). 20 He continued, ‘What comes 
out of a person make him ‘unclean’, 21 for evil thoughts come from within a person, 
from their hearts; sexual immorality, theft, murder, 22 adultery, greed, wickedness, 
deceit, vice, jealousy, blasphemy, arrogance and foolishness. 23 All these evil things 
come from within, and they make a person ‘unclean’. 

Review 
This is one of those passages of Scripture which is very puzzling.  It is possible to read it initially 
and feel that it all makes sense; but then when going through it again, it is not as clear as it first 
seemed!  To start with, there are few of us today who would not agree with the basic point 
made by Jesus that what we eat is of little consequence to our relationship with God, and 
morality is more important than ritual rules about what is ‘unclean’ (7:15,18,19).  However, the 
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more we think about what Jesus said, it seems rather odd that He should sweep away vast 
tracts of the Old Testament Law with these few words (see verse 16 and below), when He had 
just been calling on the Pharisees to uphold the Law properly instead of re-interpreting it with 
their own human ‘traditions’ (7:1-13). 
Certainly, Mark presents these words of Jesus as being of great importance, because he 
reports Jesus as teaching this once to the crowds in the form of a parable, or ‘wise saying’ 
(7:15), and He then had to go over the matter again to the disciples, who He upbraided for not 
understanding what He was saying (7:18,19).  Both occasions are prefaced by Jesus’ call to 
those who heard Him to pay attention and understand what was being said (7:14 and 7:18), as 
if what He said was of truly great importance.  Then finally, Jesus is reported as doing 
something which He did nowhere else in His ministry, which was to quote a list of evil thoughts 
and deeds as an example of the true ‘uncleanness’ of the human heart.  This part reads as if it 
could have come straight from a letter of St Paul rather than the lips of Jesus, so at the very 
least, its uniqueness tells us that this passage is indeed very important. 
Firstly, we must remember that this passage does indeed follow on from what went before in 
chapter 7.  In these verses, Jesus had brushed aside the Pharisaic system of Judaism in which 
people had to obey countless traditional ‘rules’ before they could be considered acceptable in 
the worship of their God (7:1-8).  In addition, Jesus exposed how out of touch the lawmakers in 
Jerusalem were from the real lives of those they were supposed to lead (7:10-13).  Following 
this, our passage today is indeed the climax of Jesus’ challenge to the scribes and Pharisees 
who were watching and listening to what He said (see 7:1), at least to what He said publicly to 
the crowds (7:14-16).  They heard Him say that it was what people thought in their hearts and 
consequently did that could separate them from God (make them ‘unclean’) rather than the 
observance of rituals, even ones from Scripture (as were all the rules about ‘unclean’ things).  
This is something that Christians today are quite used to, for the Gospel message has always 
preached that although Scripture tells us what sin is and we must not do it, God forgives sinners 
through Jesus Christ, and those who have faith in Him will be saved!  However, it must have 
sounded startling to people in Jesus’ day to hear it said that the rules of the Old Testament 
were not the basis of what was acceptable to God, when this had been their belief for centuries. 
Although what Jesus said sounds obvious to us now, in this passage Jesus re-interpreted 
whole swathes of the Old Testament with a few words, and this would have left the disciples 
bemused. We, too, are left wondering how we can properly honour the connection between the 
Old Testament ‘Laws’ and the Gospel of Jesus Christ, because Mark 7 makes us question large 
sections of the Old Testament.  The clue, however, is in Jesus’ reference to what lies in the 
‘heart’ of a man or woman (7:21), for when all else is considered, all Scripture testifies that our 
relationship with God must be embedded in our ‘hearts’. 

Going Deeper 
In order to explore all this further, we will have to be very careful. Certainly, the Greek of this 
passage contains interesting sections which appear to be the equivalent of our ‘in brackets’, 
and there is repetition of a number of statements and themes.  If we follow the logic of what 
Jesus said and the way that Mark reported it, we will eventually find the passage fruitful. 
What makes a person ‘unclean’? 
The Pharisees and scribes had initially challenged Jesus about the ‘unclean’ practices of Jesus 
disciples (7:2,3).  From their point of view, if the laws of ritual cleanliness were not kept by all 
Jews (see Mark’s explanation of this is 7:3), then Judaism itself was threatened.  They would 
not tolerate such ignorance and malpractice,  The whole of Jesus’ reply from the beginning of 
the chapter until our passage today was His way of saying ‘nonsense’ to this allegation. 
The Old Testament laws which defined what was ‘clean’ and ‘unclean’ (see also yesterday’s 
study) helped people come to terms with the holiness of their God, by explaining in cultural 
terms what was acceptable to God and what was not.  However, at the heart of the Old 
Testament Law lay two great texts, the first being the famous ‘Ten Commandments’ (Ex. 20), 
and the second being the great command ‘Be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.’ (Lev 19:2, 
see also 11:44,45, 21:6f. etc)  This famous passage from Leviticus is called the ‘moral code’ of 
the Old Testament, and if you read Leviticus 19, you will find that it reflects a wide range of 
moral laws which are required in any society: care for the elderly and bereaved, honest scales 



© Paul H Ashby  Derby 2007 www.prayerandbiblestudy.org 13/05/2014 page 3 

and proper payment of workers etc. Leviticus 19 contains the well known phrase ‘you shall love 
your neighbour as yourself’ (Lev 19:18b). 
When Jesus was asked directly about what was important in the Old Testament Law (Matt 
22:36f. Mark 12:38f.), He quoted both Moses’ summary of the Ten Commandments; ‘you shall 
love the Lord Your God ...’ (Deut. 6:4), and also this great text from Leviticus 19; ‘you shall love 
your neighbour as yourself’.  Jesus regarded all else in the Old Testament Law as illustrative of 
these essential truths, and so it is not surprising that Jesus regarded the laws about cleanliness 
as secondary to these fundamental truths.  If they did not reflect the just heart of the living God, 
then Jesus was happy to leave them to one side as part of the record of Israel’s past journey of 
faith, but not a detail of truth which had to be obeyed in the Kingdom of God. 
Uncleanness and Jesus’ healing ministry 
This is exemplified by what had happened in Jesus’ own healing ministry in Mark’s Gospel.  
Most (thought not quite all) of the people Jesus had healed or delivered from demons, had 
been ritually unclean.  The leper was ritually unclean (1:40-45), ‘Legion’ was certainly unclean 
for apart from having demons, he lived amongst dead bodies in the tombs (5:1-20), the woman 
with a haemorrhage was unclean because of her blood (5:24-34), and the young girl raised to 
life was unclean because she was dead (5:35-43)!  Why did these healings stand out from the 
many Jesus did and therefore come to be recorded in Mark’s Gospel?  It may have been 
because for Jesus, they illustrated how impossible it was for people in need to find help within 
Judaism, so He came to their help. The crowds who came for healing were testimony to the 
many others in a similar plight; they did not think of going to their local synagogue for healing – 
they could not go there because they were unclean!  Religion based on laws of purity, 
therefore, prevented people being healed!  This was why Jesus did away with them (7:19) and 
spoke so strongly about the irrelevance of laws of purity in this passage.  It was not a 
discussion about religious niceties. People’s lives were at stake! 
We must also remember that Jesus’ freedom to interpret the Old Testament Laws in this way 
makes it possible for Christians to practice their faith without circumcision, without the slaughter 
of cattle and goats when worshipping, and without ritual offerings of every kind!  The Old 
Testament does reveal vital truths about the heart of God, but it also tells us about how people 
of ancient times worshipped the Lord before Jesus clarified things, embodied what was right 
about God, and died to save us.  We should also remember that what we have said here is very 
similar to what the Old Testament prophets said, speaking centuries after the Law was given, 
and centuries before Christ.  We have already seen in Mark’s Gospel (and as you will find 
throughout my notes on Matthew) that Jesus frequently quoted the prophets when explaining 
how to interpret the Old Testament.  
The text 
There is a degree of urgency in the way Jesus called the crowd and said to them, ‘nothing outside of 
a person which by going inside of him will make him “unclean” ... what comes out of a person makes 
him “unclean”.’ (7:15).  Jesus began with a call for understanding; ‘Listen ...’ just as He did in the 
parable of the sower (4:3).  This was important, and perhaps Jesus was attempting to explain that 
the ritual rules of the Pharisees and a slavish interpretation of the Old Testament was what 
prevented people from receiving the healing mercy of God.  Nevertheless, Jesus had an obligation 
to teach His own disciples, and it was they who came to Him asking for help to understand what was 
a mystery to them, but seems obvious to Jesus and to us who read this with hindsight. 
Jesus was undoubtedly sharp to the disciples in saying ‘why are you so senseless?  Perhaps they 
did not expect the highly literal and obvious interpretation of Jesus’ words, precisely because this 
would mean that the entire system of religious obligations into which they had been born and 
raised was being swept away.  If what you ate was irrelevant to your faith in God, they wondered, 
was Jesus really declaring all foods clean? (7:19)  The answer they received from Jesus was a 
resounding ‘Yes’.  Jesus then went on to explain the roots of uncleanness in the hearts of people, 
including sins which were listed in the Ten Commandments; ‘theft, murder adultery ...’ and also 
moral irregularity and impropriety as mentioned in Leviticus 19; ‘sexual immorality, deceit, vice, 
greed ...’  It is also worth noting that the first six of the twelve ‘sins’ mentioned are written in the 
Greek in the plural; that is, ‘thefts, murders, adulteries ...’ which, although it does not translate well 
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into English, reminds us that sin is rarely solitary.  We are reminded even in television crime 
shows today that sin and crime is generally habitual! 
The sweeping way that Jesus deals with the Law (7:19), the style of writing in this text which 
includes a unique list (7:20,21,22), some repetition of Greek phrases and at least one verse 
which is missing in some early manuscripts of the Gospel (verse 16 – which you will not find 
included in most modern translations of the Bible), make some scholars question whether this 
passage does come from the words and actions of Jesus.  Certainly if you read other 
commentaries, you will find this view strongly expounded if not presented as fact.  I have 
attempted to explain how we may understand the entire passage as a logical progression of 
what Jesus was revealing about Himself and God within His ministry as recorded by Mark. 

Application 
It does seem as if there is a constant danger amongst God’s people that when we gather 
together, we create rules which we think will protect what we believe.  Most of the major 
denominations of the Christian church have formal statements of doctrine which are sometimes 
regarded as essential, but are sometimes regarded somewhat lightly.  As time goes by, each 
church gathers its own history of doctrines, agreements and rules, and the job of sorting out what 
is relevant in any age becomes ever more complex.  My wife and I were members of two different 
churches when we married, and we had to travel an amazing journey through rules and 
regulations before we could finally get married, and then, only because of the graciousness of a 
senior church leader who helped us understand the meaning of the rules which we had to sign.  It 
is right that the Christian Church should not be a ‘free-for-all’ of people who believe anything, but if 
God’s people can agree that Jesus is their Saviour and will come again, that the Holy Spirit is 
God’s gift to them, that God is the Creator and is revealed both in His Word and the Church, then 
what else is essential to our faith?  You may spot one or two things you feel should be added to 
my brief list, but if you consider the doctrinal claims of most churches, would you not agree that 
we are in danger of creating too many ‘rules of cleanliness’? 
Our Lord’s intention is that we follow Him and do His will with compassion, freedom and vigour; 
just as He did.  In addition, you may agree, or at least consider, that when we create too many 
rules about how our churches are defined and operate, then we open the door to precisely those 
demons and ‘evil thoughts’ which Jesus Himself identified as indicative of a heart that is far from 
God; ‘wickedness, deceit, jealousy, foolishness, greed etc.’  Sadly, I have come across most of 
these in the course of my ministry as people have selfishly protected their own position within the 
structures of the churches to which they belong, or attempted to claim authority which is not theirs 
to take.  Satan has tempted them to belong to the structures of the church rather than partake of 
the real ‘Body of Christ’.  Our churches today need to be purged of such ‘uncleanness’. 

Questions (for use in groups)  
1. Given the study notes on this passage, would you consider any practices of your own 

church to be close to the Jew’s rules of ‘cleanliness’. 
2. Although what we eat does not make us unclean before God, it can still damage us.  

Should our faith take account of this? 
3. Make a list of sins which are common in the life of the church today. 

Discipleship  
We can sometimes make rules for ourselves by which we determine what we will do and what 
we will not do for God and the church.  Think of the phrase ‘I will not do ...’ in relationship to the 
church; write this down and fill in the blank space as many times as you wish.  Now consider 
praying about the things you have written and consider whether this truly reflects the state of 
your soul before others and before God. 

Final Prayer  
Offer the Lord any mistakes you have made or sins you have committed today 
…………………………………………………… then pray: 
Merciful Lord, deal with us according to Your love for us in Jesus Christ.  Save us, we pray. 
We ask this In Your name, Lord God.   AMEN 


