CERBMONTAL YWASHINGS
Mark 7:1-13

Both the first and the second pericds of Christl!s public minisiry in
ecastern Galilee reveal a striking contrast between His popularity with

the masses and the growing opposition of the religious leaders. It was
inevitable that His spiritusl teachings shonld clash with the mechanical
rituaiism of the ecclesiastical avthorities. Form without substance,
letter without spirit, religiosity without godliness - such characteristics
were naturally exposed by the simple, heart-searching words with which Christ
spoke, He apparently welcomed the break and met the issue sguarely and
frankly. 7The third pericd of His public ministry in easters Galilee found
the popular confidence in Christ at its very height, but as it drew to iils
close it was made memorable by a bitfter attack upon Him by the Pharisees
and other leaders who had come from Jerusalem for the purpose of opposing
Him.

It seems that the greater the acclaim of the people in general was for
Christ, the more determined the Scribes and Pharisees were to discredit
Him. ©On this ocecasion they hit upon Lthe Tact that Christ did not instruct
ror enconrage the disciples to observe the Jewish tradiiions cencerning
ceremonial cleanliness.

Originally, for the Jew, the Law meant two thisgs: first and foremost, the
Ten Commandments, and, second, the first five books of the 0ld Testament,
or the Pentateuch. The Pentateuch contains a number of detailed regulations
and instructions, but it also contains a series of great moral principles
which must be interpreted and applied. In the fifth or fourth century
before Christ there came into being a class of legal experts, whom we know
as the Scribes. They were not content with great moral principlies. They
wanted these great principles amplified, expanded, and broken down until
they issued in thousands of riles and regulations governing every possible
action and every possible situatien in l1ife. Life was no longer to be
governed by principles, but by rules and regulations. These rules and
regulations were the tradition of the elders.

One of the aspects of these scribal rules and regunlations which emerge in
this passage is about the washing of hands. The scribes and Phariseses
accused the disciples of our Lord of eating with uncleaphands. There were
definite and rigid rules for the washing of hands. This hand-washing was
aot in the interests of hygiemic purity; it was ceremcenial cleanness which
wag at stake. Before every meal, and between esach of the courses, the hands
had to be washed, and they had to be washed im a certain way. First, the
hands were held with the finger tips peianting upwards; the water was poured
over them and it was required that it run at least down to the wrist. While
the hands were still wet each hand had to be cleaned with the other. When
one hand was rubbed against the surface of the other, both hands were wet,
but the water was unclean because it had touched unclean hands. Second,
the hands had to be held with finger tips pointing downward and the water
had to be poured over them in such a way that it began at the wrist and

rar off at the fianger tips., After 311 that had been done the hands were
clean. To fail to wash in this manner was in Jewish eyes to be unciean

in the sight of God. A man who ate with unclean hands was subject to the
attack of a demen and was to become liable te poverty and destruction. A
rabbi who once omitted the ceremony was buried in excommunication. Another

rabbi, imprisoned by the Romans, used the water given fo him for this hand-
washing rather than for drinking and in the end mearly perished of thirst,
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hecanse he was determined to observe the rules. That {o the Pharisaic
and Seribal Jews was religion., It was the obserwvance of rales and regula-
tions like that which they considered to be the essence of the service of
God.

When the storm broke, the situation gave Christ an opportunity nol only
to rebuke the Pharisees, but to expose the body of traditions to which
they gave slavish obedience. ©Our Lerd rebuked all formalism in religion
and showed the essentisl difference between real purity of the soul and
mere conformity to the reguirements of men.

To the scribes and Pharisees these rules and regulations were the essence
of religion. To observe them was to please God; to break them was to sin.
This was their idea of righteousness anrd of the service of God. It was
precisely because Christ had no use for all these regulationg that they
considered Him a bad man. There was a fundamental cleavage between Christ
and them. There was nothing in common between their ideas of religion.
They thought of it as ritual and ceremony and He thought of it as loving
and conforming to the will of God and as loving and serving one's fellowmen.

The charge of the Pharisees was not that the Lord's disciples ate their
food with dirty hands, but that they did net cobserve the ceremonial washings
required by Jewish traditions. We have here a guibble and a lesson. The
Pharisees did the guibbling, and Christ did the teaching. The guestion

was one of ablutions and obligations. The Pharisees stosd for the former,
and Christ stood for the latter. Twe kinds of defilement are here in view,
ounter and inner; defilement of the bedy and defilement of the soul. The
religion of these people consisted in cutward observances, which were super~
ficial., What God looks at is the state of our hearis, not the condition of
the skin,

Knowing these men through and through, Christ turned upon them, and iz a
passage of withering direciness exposed the hypocrisy of their hearts and
the hollowness of their religion. He began by applying tc them a passage

in their own Scriptures, which they had never applied in this way. He
guoted Isaialh 20:13., He said, "Well did Isaizk prophesy of you hypocrites,
as it is written, This people honoreth me with their lips. But their heart
is far from me. But in vain do they worship me, Teaching as their doctrines
the precepts of men.¥ Christ accused them of hypocrisy. A hypocrite is

one whose life is a pilece of acting without any sincerity behind it at all.
The fundamental guestion is, How is a man's heart towards God and his fellow-
men? If ia his heart there are enmily, bitterness, grudges and pride, not
all the outward religious observances in the world will make him anything
cther than a hypocrite.

Anyone to whom religion is a legal thing, or the carrying out of certair
external rules and regulations, is in the end bound to be a hypocrite.

The reason for that is this, he believes that he is a good man, if he
carries out the correct extermal acts and practices, no matter what his heart
and his thoughts are like. To ftake the case of the legalistic Jew in the
days of Christ, he might in his heart hate his fellownan with all his heart,
he might be full of envy and jealousy and concealed bitteruness and pride;
that did not matter =o long as he carried out the correct hand-washings, and
observed the correct laws about cleanness and uncleanness. Legalism takes
account of a man's outward actions, but it takes no account at all of his
inward feelings. He may well be meticulously serving God in outward things
and bluntly discobeying God in inward things, and that is hypocrisy.
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The Mohammedan prays teo his god at least five times each day. To do seo
he carries his prayer mat; wherever he is he will unrell the prayer mat,
fall upon his knees, say his prayers and then go on. There is a story of
a Mohammedan who was pursuing a man with upraised knife to murder him.
Just then the call to prayer rang ount., Immediately he stopped, spread out
his prayer mat, kenlt, said his prayer as fast as he could, aad then arose
and continued his murderous pursuit. The prayer was simply a form and a
ritual, and an outward cbservance.

Christ here exposed ancient and modern ceremonialism, traditionalism,
formalism and externalism in religion. He showed how opposed ritualism
may be to veality, traditiom te truth, and decrees fo duty. Clean hands
can never compensate for anm unclean heart; washing can never atome for
wickedness, nor lip-honor for heart-hypocrisy. FPretending to observe the
law, the Pharisees outraged it; so do pecple who sing the praises of God
on Sunday, and cheat or slander their neighbors all through the week.

According to the law of God one was cobligated to honor his father and
mother; he should care for them and provide for their needs. According
to an accepted tradition, #Corban," which means a %gifit,¥ this propertiy
would be regarded as dedicated to God; but the tradition further provided
that, while the property could not then be given to any other persom, it
could be used by iis owner for his personal gratification and delight,
Thus it became possible for a man to allow his parents to suffer while he
was himself possessed of wealth. He could thus be keeping a tradition,
which related to mere external form relative to religious gifts, while at
the same time he was breaking one of the Ten Commandments and viclating
the fundamental law of love.

Cur Lord was attacking a system which put rules and regulations before the
claim of human need. He made it clear that nobody has any right to allow
rules and regulations to paralyze the claims of love and charity.



