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 Living in a civilized society there are things that we do to either 

conform to society, or follow to make life easier and better for all involved.  

Growing up in a well-structured home, there were a number of things that I 

had to learn in order to get along and make MY life easier.  I learned some 

things the hard way, like you didn’t run into the house with muddy shoes.  

And you didn’t just come in and throw your coat on the floor.  We had 

closets for our coats and rugs to put our dirty shoes on.  We also had a 

specific time for supper that was not to be violated!  I couldn’t just show up 

at any old time and expect mom and dad to be thrilled to feed me!  I also 

learned that I had to wash my hands before I sat down at the table.  And 

you didn’t use the dishrag to wipe up the floor!    

 It seemed as if my friends didn’t have the same rigid eating times, 

and when I would have to leave to go home to eat by 5:30 they couldn’t 

understand why.  But, if I didn’t want to get in trouble, I knew I had better be 

home by then.  It made life much easier when I went along with the rules 

and did what was expected of me.  In some ways it was like the phrase 

‘jumping through the hoops.’  I had to ‘jump through the hoops’ that my 

folks had set up in order to help keep the harmony at home.   
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 There are many situations, where we have to ‘jump through the 

hoops’ in order to keep peace or conform to the rules.  At school there are 

many rules to follow, many hoops to jump through in order to get along.   

You need to be on time for school, you need to remember to raise your 

hand in class before you talk, and you need to respect your teachers and 

administrators to avoid getting in trouble.  The sooner we learn to follow 

those rules, or jump through the hoops, the better it is for us.   

On my trip to Israel, I learned about eating Kosher food.  Kosher is a 

term used for something that was prepared in accordance with the Jewish 

dietary regulations.  From the time I got on the EL AL airplane, and 

throughout the trip I ate only Kosher food according to Jewish regulations.  

That was at times a bit confusing because certain kinds of food couldn’t be 

served with other things:  if you had beef for your meal, you couldn’t drink 

milk.  So if milk was served you ate fish.  It was confusing, and I thought it 

was sort of silly, but because I was a guest in their country I ‘jumped 

through the hoops.’ 

Jesus was Jewish.  He was expected to follow the rules and laws of 

the Jewish religion.  One of those rules was the washing of one’s hands 

before eating.  It was a law.  If you didn’t follow the law, you were 
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considered unclean and couldn’t participate in worship or be an accepted 

part of society.   

As we have been learning throughout the Gospel of Mark, Jesus was 

not as concerned with the rules, or with ‘jumping through the hoops.’ This 

irritated the religious leaders immensely!  Throughout the first seven 

chapters they were asking questions of Jesus and His disciples such as:  

“Why does this fellow speak in this way?  It is blasphemy!  Why does He 

eat with tax collectors and sinners?  Why don’t His disciples fast?  Why are 

they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” And now the big question 

becomes, “Why do your disciples not live according to the traditions of the 

elders, but eat with defiled hands?”  The Pharisees were the ones in 

charge of making sure the laws were kept and the people were keeping 

themselves purified according to the laws of their religion.  For them, the 

laws were the means to religious purification, and to see Jesus and His 

disciples ignoring them was outrageous. 

As we see, eating was a matter of vital importance to the Jewish 

religious system.  It wasn’t a trivial matter, or one of simple hygiene.  The 

Pharisees sought to sanctify all areas of life.  The washing of hands was 

seen as a mark of respect of God’s created order.  So Jesus puts the 
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entire system in jeopardy by allowing His disciples to eat without washing 

their hands!  

Jesus doesn’t see it this way.  He says that the religious leaders have 

put oral traditions—the regulations humans have put on the faith—over and 

above the written tradition found in Scripture.  Jesus goes on to question all 

the laws about eating.  Nothing, Jesus says, that enters our bodies from the 

outside can do us harm in a spiritual sense.  Jesus wasn’t talking about 

cholesterol here!  For Jesus, religious purity is a matter of the heart.  It is 

what is inside a person that counts, not that which comes from outside.  If 

the inside--the heart--is good, then it will produce good things.  If the heart 

is evil, then it will produce evil.   

The ultimate issue and question that is dealt with here is one’s 

inclusion into the Kingdom of God.  The early church struggled with the 

issue of who is included in the Christian community.  Does one have to 

become Jewish and follow the Jewish laws in order to be a Christian?  

They used this story from Mark to answer that question, coming to the 

understanding that all people were included into the Kingdom of God 

through their faith, not by becoming Jewish.  That’s good news for us! 

Human traditions are important in many respects.  But, when they 

conflict with, or become more important than, Scripture then they become a 
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problem to our lives of faith.  Scripture is the one thing that stands above all 

the rules or the ‘hoops’ that humans add to the religious experience.  When 

it is about who has clean hands, more than Jesus’ call for repentance, and 

a changing of our hearts and minds, then we need to listen to Scripture.  

For instance: when the traditions of worship become exclusive to 

people, then those traditions conflict with Jesus’ teaching that welcomes all 

people into the fellowship of believers.  In our Tuesday morning Bible Study 

last week we talked about legalism vs. grace.  Legalism is what the 

Pharisees were all about.  Grace is what Jesus brought into our lives.  

Some people like legalism because it removes the gray areas in life.  

Legalism is about black and white issues.  You know if you mess up you 

will be held accountable.  That is the function of our country’s legal system:  

to hold us accountable for our actions.  It’s also the function of OT law:  to 

hold us accountable for our sins.  For many there is comfort in knowing 

where they stand with God.  The trouble is, they law/legalism tells us we 

are always falling short of God’s desire for us. 

Jesus threw a monkey wrench into the legalism of the religious 

leaders when He spoke of God’s forgiveness and mercy.  Jesus talked of 

love and forgiveness and He embodied that all the way to the cross.  He 

welcomed those who were outcasts and those who were sinners.   
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We all struggle with legalism, I believe.  We don’t think of ourselves 

as legalists, but we measure others up to our own standards of right and 

wrong.  It seems to be a part of our broken human existence—to have 

others match up with our standards of right or wrong. 

It may happen at home—when we demand others do things the way 

we want them done.  It may be at work or school when we see someone 

not following the rules or sloughing-off.   

The challenge is to let grace rule in our hearts and lives.  Sometimes 

that is more difficult than following black and white rules.  When we come 

to the alar today to share in the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

we are met with grace at its highest point.  We are forgiven, not because 

we followed the rules, but because we believe in Jesus.   

We need rules to get along in life, but even more we need the grace 

of God in Christ.  Thanks be to God that we live in the grace of Christ! 

AMEN        1414 

 

   

 

 


