
Skin deep 

Mark 7:1-23 

 

One of the surprising new skills I learnt in 2020 was the ability to 

wash my hands. 

 

If you had asked me at the start of the year which areas of my life 

were in need of a refurbishment, then I might have mentioned any of 

the following. 

 

My golf swing certainly needs attention. Both for the safety of those 

around me and the total numbers on my scorecards. 

 

I’d definitely love more parenting skills or husband skills or 

leadership skills or pastoral skills. 

 

In fact, there are many areas of my life where I know I fall short of 

what is possible! 

 

However, if there was one area I thought I had mastered, it was 

washing my hands.   

 

And then came the pandemic. Very soon we were being shown 

what to do. Videos and diagrams presented us with the right 

technique and the right length of time.  

 

And people even shared songs we could sing when we were at the 

sink. Different tunes to keep us washing our hands for at least 20 

seconds. 

 

Hand washing has become a big deal over these last 14 months. 

 

 

 

In the section of the Bible that we have open before us we are 

presented with a major confrontation about washing your hands. 

 

What I want to show us this morning is what this is really all about 

and why it is relevant to every single one of us.  

 

So if you’ve got your Bibles open, look at verse 1. Read verses 1 

and 2.  

 

Then in verses 3 and 4 we are given the background information to 

explain why these religious leaders are so annoyed.  

 

Verse 3. Read verses 3 to 5. 

 

Let me make something crystal clear. This is not a discussion about 

the importance of hygiene but the importance of holiness. 

 

If this was about hygiene then the religious leaders would have a 

very strong argument.  

 

It’s a no brainer? How disgusting of Jesus’ disciples to pick up their 

food with hands covered in dirt. 

 

But this is not the issue. It’s not about hygiene. It’s about holiness. 

It’s not about dirt. It’s about defilement.  

 

It’s about being spiritually clean. About being spiritually pure. 

About making sure that any spiritual pollution from any wrong 

doing is removed so that we can be presentable before God. 

 

In Jesus’ days there was a group of religious leaders called the 

Pharisees who had developed an elaborate system of regulations 

and rituals that were designed to keep them pure and acceptable to 

God. 

 



These were not teachings found in the Old Testament. They were 

additional rules that had been added over the centuries.  

 

To their astonishment and amazement Jesus’ disciples are not 

following what they prescribe. 

 

And so they confront Jesus with a question full of accusation. 

 

You can hear the venom in their voices. 

 

Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders 

instead of eating their food with defiled hands? 

 

Jesus’ response is both devastating and delightful. 

 

He says… 

 

 Religious people can be far away from God (Vs 6-13) 

 Religious people can be spiritually unclean (Vs 14-23) 

 

First, Jesus says religious people can be far away from God 

 

Look at verse 6. Read verses 6 to 8. 

 

This is a devastating blow for the religious leaders accusing Jesus.  

 

They have their guns set on him but Jesus reveals the truth about 

their relationship with God. 

 

In short, they don’t have one! Or at least not a genuine one.  

 

They are hypocrites. 

 

This could be translated as an actor.  

 

In the ancient world, actors didn’t wear make-up. No, they wore a 

mask. 

 

The mask obscures their true identity.  

 

This is what the Pharisees are. Their religious life is all an act! 

 

Their daily life is consumed by the diligent keeping of multiple 

religious’ rules. And so many people would conclude that their 

relationship with God must be very strong. However, Jesus 

penetrates beneath the surface to the shocking truth.  

 

They are religious hypocrites. Actors who beneath the surface are 

far from God  

 

Yes, they keep lots of rules and yes they say all the right things. But 

under the spiritual x-ray of Jesus they are shown to have hearts that 

are thousands of miles from God  

 

This means their worship is in vain.  

 

It’s empty. Meaningless. Pointless. How sobering and sad! 

 

One of the big reasons this happened is because the Pharisees 

moved away from the teaching of God and focused instead on their 

human traditions. 

 

I was reminded this week that the Old Testament never demanded 

the elaborate ritual washing that the Pharisees did.  

 

The Old Testament had precise washing regulations for the priests 

but not for the general people  

 

This doesn’t seem to have been good enough for the Pharisees. So 

they decided to add their own commandments. 



What this resulted in was a neglect of what God had actually said in 

the Bible.  

 

This is often the way. Human tradition easily replaces the Bible. 

 

The result is that religious rituals and religious rules replace divine 

relationship and divine revelation at the centre of Christianity.  

 

Or in the words of verse 13…Read verse 13.  

 

This means we need to keep the Bible centre stage in the life of our 

churches. 

 

This is what happened in the European Reformation in the 16th 

Century. 

 

Ad Fontes – back to the sources. 

 

The Bible was a threat to the religious establishment.  

 

We need to ensure that we are hearing from God’s wonderful book. 

The Bible contains his precious words. 

 

As we do, we need to ensure we don’t mistake dutiful religion for 

delightful relationship.  

 

Just because someone comes to church doesn’t make them a 

Christian.  

 

Where is your heart?  

 

Are you living for Jesus? 

 

 

 

Second, Jesus says religious people can be spiritually unclean  

 

Look at verse 14. Read verses 14 and 15. 

 

Why does Jesus say this? 

 

It seems that the Pharisees thought the big problem facing their 

spiritual purity was outside themselves.  

 

Or if I can put it like this, they weren’t the problem, other people 

were.  

 

They considered themselves to be good people. Law keepers who 

left to themselves would be perfectly acceptable to hang out with 

God. But their problem was that they mixed with a host of other 

people who brought pollution their way. 

 

It’s a bit like driving behind a car that is blowing all sorts of noxious 

fumes out of its exhaust. Even if your car is running smoothly, the 

fumes from the car in front pollute the air waves behind it.  

 

The Pharisees thought other people did this to them. As a response. 

they made sure they ritually washed themselves as often as 

possible.  

 

Jesus confronts this view and basically says it is nonsense. 

 

Look at verse 18. Read verses 18 to 23. 

 

Let’s not miss how significant this is from Jesus. 

 

This is game changer teaching! 

 

He is saying that every human being is naturally defiled before God 

That without the help of Jesus we are all spiritually polluted. 



This is in complete contradiction to the Pharisees.  

 

They thought they were okay. But they needed washing because of 

their contact with other people.  

 

Jesus says no, religious or not, we all have hearts that pump out 

sin, and this sin leaves a stain.  

 

Many in our generation don’t believe what Jesus says on this point. 

 

Many of your friends and family will deny the words of Jesus and 

instead seek to present themselves as morally good.  

 

But the question is, who will we believe? 

 

Will I believe what Jesus says or will I believe what people around 

me say? 

 

Let me encourage you not to deny your sin. No, believe what Jesus 

says about it. See it’s reality and see it’s resulting stain.  

 

How many of you have been watching the football over the last few 

days?  

 

Let me take you back to 1966. Bobby Moore approaching the Queen 

to pick up the trophy. She was wearing beautiful white gloves. What 

could he do? 

 

 He could deny the reality 

 He could try and clean himself up 

 

What would have happened if her Majesty had jumped over the 

barrier, with her washing up gloves on, with a bucket of water 

and a sponge? We can’t comprehend someone of such importance 

cleaning a dirty footballer so he could be fit for her presence.   

Many people deny the reality of the stain of sin. 

 

But for those who embrace it, there seems only one solution. We 

must clean ourselves up. 

 

The story of the Bible is much more wonderful! 

 

Jesus comes into the world to clean us up. 

 

He does this by dying on the cross. His blood is then applied by faith. 

This fully cleans up our spiritual pollution. 

 

Jesus does even more. He gets to work on our hearts.  

 

He doesn’t just clean up the consequences. No, he deals with 

the cause.  

 

He sends his Holy Spirit to gives us a heart that longs to put him first. 

 

In Conclusion 

 

We’ve been told over the last 14 months that hand washing is very 

important. It’s a vital way to limit the spread of the virus and save 

lives. 

 

Holiness is much more important than hygiene.  

 

This is about being able to be in the presence of God. 

 

Have you asked Jesus to clean up your stain? 

 

If you have then rejoice. You are clean. God is for you. You are his 

beloved one.  

 

Let’s pray. 


