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THINK LIKE JESUS… 
Respecting God’s Word, Mark 7:1-13 
 
 
We like to think of ourselves as people who know and obey the Bible. The Pharisees also liked to 
think of themselves in the same way. The gospels, however, record several occasions where 
Jesus condemned the Pharisees for failing to know and obey God’s Word; he accused them of 
“rejecting the commandment of God in order to establish [their] tradition”1 (Mark 7:9). In our 
effort to follow Jesus, we need to avoid the disrespect Jesus accused the Pharisees of having 
towards God’s word. Rather, we need to cultivate proper respect for the Bible that motivates us 
to submit to the purpose for which God created it. Consequently, we will use this lesson to 
explore the respect Jesus expects people to have for the Bible so that we can better understand 
the relationship we should have with it. 
 

Traditions and commandments 
• Jesus wanted people to obey God, but he also clearly taught that mere obedience to God’s 

Word was not enough (cf. Matthew 7:21-22; 23:23). 

• The obedience Jesus wanted from people had to find its origin in a love for God that 
motivates respect for His Word (cf. Matthew 22:34-38; John 14:15, 24). 

• Respect for God and His Word, Jesus taught, expresses itself through such things as:  
o Obeying its commandments (Matthew 5:18-19). 
o Understanding and submitting to its purposes (John 5:39-40). 
o Giving its teachings the same weight and priority that God gave to them (Matthew 

23:23). 

• Obedience without proper respect results in self-serving hypocrisy strongly condemned by 
Jesus (Matthew 6:1-18). 

• Mark’s gospel records an exchange between Jesus and the Pharisees and scribes that offers 
insights into the respect Jesus expects from people. 

o The exchange began when the Pharisees charged Jesus’ disciples with violating “the 
tradition of the elders” when they ate without first washing their hands (Mark 7:1-5). 

▪ The Mosaic laws included washing rituals intended to communicate the need 
for purity. Priests, for example, were instructed to wash their hands and feet 
before serving in the temple (Exodus 30:19-21), while unwashed hands 
transmitted the ceremonial uncleanness of people who had a contaminating 
discharge (Leviticus 15:11). 

▪ Recognizing the need for purity, the Jews expanded the handwashing 
regulations to include a broader range of situations to avoid unintentional 
contamination (Mark 7:3-4). 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o The additional “traditions” about ritual purity developed by the Jewish people and 
supported by the Pharisees and the scribes – by themselves – were not wrong; they 
belong in the area of ‘freedom’ Paul described in Romans 14. Consider: 

▪ Paul wrote to the Corinthians to not “exceed what is written” (1 Corinthians 
4:6). 

▪ Paul also wrote that in areas outside of “what is written,” God grants people 
the liberty to adopt personal practices to honor Him (Romans 14:1-9). 

▪ One should not “pass judgment” on others for their personal practices in 
areas where God grants freedom because that judgment undermines “the 
work of God” (Romans 14:10-23). 

▪ Because God supplies us with everything we need (cf. 2 Peter 1:3), anything 
beyond what He gives us through the Bible may be personally valuable but 
can nonetheless fall into the category of things that have “an appearance of 
wisdom” but “are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh” 
(Colossians 2:20-23). 

o Even though the Pharisees and scribes were free to adopt whatever washing 
practices they wanted to honor God, they imposed their traditions on Jesus and his 
disciples (Mark 7:1-6). Their attempt to impose their traditions, Jesus said, revealed 
that they valued their traditions over God’s commandments (Mark 7:8-13).  

o The greater value the Pharisees and the scribes placed on their traditions led to their 
mistreatment of others (Mark 7:9-13; cf. Matthew 23:23). 

 

Applications 
• A difference exists between misunderstanding and disrespect. That difference can be seen in 

Jesus’ patient and compassionate response to people who had misunderstandings (consider, 
for example, Jesus’ dealings with his apostles) and his condemning reaction to those who 
disrespected God’s Word (cf. Mark 7:1-13). 

• Resist the temptation to, like the Pharisees, improperly elevate God’s Word. Respecting God 
Himself always takes priority, and it alone leads to God-approved respect for His word. 

• Respecting religious traditions should never carry weight equal to our respect for God’s 
Word. Remember that our traditions, regardless of how important they might be to us, 
possess minimal value (Colossians 2:20-23). 

• Remember the most basic expectation of respect – respecting God’s word means obeying it. 

 
We claim to be people who respect God’s Bible. We should ask ourselves whether our lives 
reflect patterns of behavior and thinking that evidence that claim.  
 
 
 
 

 

 


