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SOME OF HIS DISCIPLES ATE WITH HANDS THAT WERE 
DEFILED 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

Mark 7:1-13 

Traditions and Commandments 

7 Now when the Pharisees gathered to him, with some of the scribes who had come 

from Jerusalem, 2 they saw that some of his disciples ate with hands that were defiled, 

that is, unwashed. 3 (For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash 

their hands properly, holding to the tradition of the elders, 4 and when they come from 

the marketplace, they do not eat unless they wash. And there are many other 

traditions that they observe, such as the washing of cups and pots and copper vessels 

and dining couches.) 5 And the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your 

disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 

6 And he said to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, 

“‘This people honors me with their lips, 

    but their heart is far from me; 

7 in vain do they worship me, 

    teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’ 

8 You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.” 

9 And he said to them, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God 

in order to establish your tradition! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your 

mother’; and, ‘Whoever reviles father or mother must surely die.’ 11 But you say, ‘If a 

man tells his father or his mother, “Whatever you would have gained from me is 

Corban”’ (that is, given to God)— 12 then you no longer permit him to do anything for 

his father or mother, 13 thus making void the word of God by your tradition that you 

have handed down. And many such things you do.”  
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“When the Pharisees gathered to Jesus…they saw that some of His disciples ate with 

hands that were defiled, that is, unwashed.” (Mark 7:1-2) 

 

Perhaps this past week we thought about hands, washed and unwashed; hands 

reaching out to pull people into boats; hands reaching out to pull people out of boats 

and onto docks; hands helping folks cross borders; or, hands reaching out to stop folks 

from crossing borders.  

 

Nigerians and Syrians are fleeing their war-torn countries. They’re heading for Italy, 

Greece, Macedonia, Hungary, and Bulgaria. They’re looking for a better world than 

the ones from which they came. When they get there, when they reach a place that 

is safer than the one from which they came, when they arrive at a land where they 

can finally provide food for their families, will there be hands willing to open the door 

to them? 

 

When I thought about that this past week, I thought about another news story: that of 

a broken water jug. I thought about the hands that glued back together that broken 

water jug. It’s an antique, over 200 years old. It’s Delft pottery from Holland, which is still 

manufactured and collected by those who aren’t scared off by the hefty price tag. 

This water jug is also unique. It’s a puzzle jug, meaning that it has three spouts from 

which to pour water. You never know which spout the water is going to come out of. 

It’s a puzzle. Last year the hands of a five-year-old boy accidentally knocked the jug 

off of its museum perch. It shattered. Into 65 pieces, not counting chips and crumbles. 

The chips, crumbles, and broken pieces were placed into the hands of a conservation 

technician at the museum, named 

Carrie Willis. It was her task to not only 

put it back together but to make it 

look like new, worthy of being placed 

in a museum. It was her job to make it 

look like it could still be used to hold 

water and to pour water into a basin 

for washing hands.	  	  
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These two new stories connect with today’s Gospel reading. Some of Jesus’ disciples 

did NOT wash their hands. The importance of washing one’s hands is something we 

understand in 21st century America. We generally understand the idea of purity laws 

and purity rules and purity codes. Hands must be washed before meals and after using 

the restroom. What restaurant employee wouldn’t be shown to the door by his boss, if 

he was caught returning to work with unwashed hands? The doors of the operating 

room would remain closed to any surgeon who failed to scrub up.  

 

Well, the Jews in the first century AD had their own purity laws, purity rules, and purity 

codes, meant to close the door. The Jews also required that folks wash their hands 

before eating. But it wasn’t about germs and the spreading of infection and disease. 

Folks back then didn’t know about germs, bacteria. Hand washing wasn’t about dirt, 

either. For the Jews of the first century, purity laws were not about what you touched. 

They were about who you touched. Their purity laws were about closing the door on 

Gentiles.  

 

The original laws requiring the washing of hands had applied only to the priests, as we 

read in Exodus chapter 30. The Pharisees expanded the purity laws to include all Jews 

and to emphasize the distinction between Jews and Gentiles. Many Jews in Palestine 

felt that Gentiles were a threat to the fabric of their society. Israel was no longer the 

nation it used to be, that it ought to be. Jews in Palestine felt invaded by Gentiles. They 

were afraid that Jews and Gentiles would completely mix together.  
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So, the Pharisees expanded the purity laws and reinforced them. Hand washing was a 

way for Jews to say to Gentiles and to say to themselves, “We are Jews. Gentiles are 

different. We lead decent lives. We are clean living. We don’t live like you indecent 

Gentiles do!” Hand washing was a way for Jews to shut the door on Gentiles. 

 

Shutting the door. Is that what Christians in America are doing? Since WWII, we have 

seen America as God’s answer to atheistic Marxism, as practiced in the old Soviet 

Union. So, we Christians have come to believe that whatever is good for America is 

good for God. And that whatever is a threat to America is a threat to God. So, when 

we see certain people and certain religions and certain lifestyles as a threat to the 

fabric of American society, we Christians see it as our duty to point them out. We 

devote a lot of our energy to talking about these threats publicly and in our private 

conversations.  

 

So, regardless of what we may say is the church’s mission, the message that comes 

across is that the church’s real mission is to be the last bastion of decency in this 

country… that the church is for decent, right-thinking folks and that the door is closed 

to all others.  That’s the message we send, whether we intend to do so or not. All 

because we ignore that Jesus spent neither time nor conversation on correcting the 

government, or lamenting the destruction of the fabric of Jewish society, or fear 

mongering that the nation of Israel wasn’t what it used to be. The only time Jesus spent 

on correcting any leaders at all was because the goal of the Pharisees was 

diametrically opposed to what He had been sent to inaugurate.  

 

In one of His most damning statements, Jesus said to the Pharisees, “Woe to you, 

teachers of the law and Pharisees! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces.”  

 

But what if the kingdom of heaven, what if the arrival of the King, means throwing 

open the doors of the church to anyone and everyone? What if it meant throwing the 

door open to Gentiles like the Magi and King Herod, and all of those who were 

considered unclean or indecent or a threat: lepers, tax collectors, Roman centurions, 

prostitutes, Samaritans, and Syro-Phoenicians.  
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What if the arrival of the King means opening the doors of God’s people even to 

people who think they are clean living, like you and me? 

 

Ever since they had been little boys, the disciples had been taught to wash their 

hands. To wash their hands before eating. To keep themselves ritually clean. To eat 

nothing that was considered unclean, no pork, no shellfish. To have as little contact 

with the unclean Gentile as possible. The disciples weren’t Pharisees, but they knew 

the purity laws as well as anyone. How difficult it must have been for them to grasp 

that they too, law-abiding Jews, were unclean! Not different. Jesus would say it again 

later, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with Me.”  

 

Decent, clean living, pious folks, those disciples were the very backbone of society, as 

you and I are. And Jesus offered to wash them and to wash us, because we are 

unclean. How wonderful it is to be washed! How wonderful it is to be washed by Jesus! 

Who was irreparably broken by our hands, like that water jug. Whose living water 

gushed out on us in a red flood and washed us clean. Whose body was restored not 

just good as new but better than new. Whose scarred, resurrection hands have 

opened to us wide the door to His kingdom.   

 

What it all means? Well, some of the disciples began eating with hands that were not 

washed. They didn’t need the purity laws anymore. The purity laws of the old 

covenant were only meant to be signposts to point to Israel’s destination, the kingdom 

of God, true purity. Now, the King had been born. Now the King had arrived, who 

would wash them clean and make them pure as snow. So, the signposts were no 

longer needed, not because the signposts had been bad but because they had 

become obsolete. The disciples didn’t need to wash their hands to be pure. Jesus 

made them pure. The purity laws of the Scriptures had been fulfilled by Jesus, who 

washes us pure of all of our sins.  

 

So, now the resistance to washing their hands was a way of saying that something 

more important than the nation of Israel was now here. Something more important 

than closing the door on the Gentiles.  
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The kingdom of God had arrived. The last days had begun. There was no time left to 

dicker over Israel’s future. The time had come to throw open the door. If the kingdom 

of God was indeed coming through the work Jesus was doing – by healing the 

unclean, by feasting with sinners, by rolling back the satanic darkness of demon 

possession – then the way of the Pharisees was over. Finished. It was time to do things 

and say things in such a way as to declare clearly that the door is open to the 

unclean.  

 

The kingdom of God means throwing open the doors of God’s people to anyone and 

everyone who would repent and believe the Good News! For those disciples, being 

washed by Jesus looked like no longer needing to eat with washed hands. For us, 

being washed by Jesus looks like the church concentrating not on the fabric of society 

or the societal woes of America but on the urgency of our mission, the great 

commission… “How wonderful it is to be washed by Jesus! The door is open. Come on 

in and be baptized.” 

 

Amen 

 


