
Jesus, according to Mark 

What makes a person unclean? 

Sunday 8th October 2017 

As ever, the talk is available on line at www.ChadTalks.org if you need too listen, and these home 
group notes are meant to help you work through some of the questions for yourself.


We start by reading Mark chapter 7 verses 1 to 23 - a long chunk of text. The context is 
interesting here. The Pharisees that were arguing with Jesus believed that the only way to truly 
make Israel into God’s Kingdom again was to get rid of everybody they classified as a sinner; 
prostitutes, tax collectors and women caught in adultery are the sorts of people they blamed for 
Israel’s woes - so it must have been highly galling for them to see Jesus being received by the 
crowds as a popular and authoritative teacher and yet someone who mixed with precisely these 
sorts of people. “How on earth could he be from God if he kept such company?”, they must have 
asked themselves.


The Pharisees must therefore have jumped at the chance of catching Jesus out, and quite 
probably showing him up in public, by pointing out some of his disciples lacking in their diligence 
in cleaning their hands. This question was not primary about hygiene, but about washing correctly 
so the individual was clean enough to be thought of as holy - good enough for God (Mark 7:2).


Take a moment to think for yourself about whether you “draw the line” with the behaviour or 
actions of other people? If you do - why have you decided that what the person does is not 
acceptable? If you haven’t - should you? It probably won’t be helpful to share these thoughts, so 
hold them to yourselves for the time being. I told the story in the sermon of the Churchwarden in 
the Church I grew up in who asked a young woman to leave Church because she was wearing a 
mini skirt. Years later I understand he was embarrassed by his action, but it seemed the right thing 
for him to do at the time.


It is interesting that Jesus responds to the criticism by quoting Isaiah 29:13. This verse is part of a 
longer passage which parallels the story of the rise of the foreign powers who would overwhelm 
Jerusalem with the increase in the way in which the people’s allegiance to God was simply lip 
service. Isaiah 29:13 is a withering criticism indeed! Perhaps we could pause while people reflect 
on the ways in which each one of us allows lip-service to be sufficient from time to time. The 
suggestion by Jesus is that the people (at least as far as they are being represented by the 
Pharisees) are still only paying lip-service and the Laws and rituals are not connecting people with 
God. It is incorrect to say that the Prophets and Jesus were against all forms of ritual or religious 
practice - but only when it was “hollow”. Perhaps you find some things helpful in your faith - what 
are they, and why? We tend to be better at pointing the finger at others than examining ourselves. 
Is it possible, for example to read your Bible every day and for that to be “hollow” too?


Jesus goes on to list the things which make us unclean, and (surprise, surprise) they come out of 
us. The list he makes is Mark 7:20-23. There are similar lists in Paul’s writings (e.g. Galatians 
5:19-21 and then the opposite in verses 22-26) and Peter’s (e.g. 1 Peter 4:2-6). If you have been 
to places like Pompeii then you will have seen how the brothel was unashamedly positioned in the 
row of shops and houses and whilst our culture can be as equally overtly sexualised, I wonder 
what list of things we might make if Jesus (or Paul or Peter) were speaking today?


It is what comes out of us that makes us unclean, but we can help ourselves by avoiding those 
situations which perhaps might make us tend towards these unclean behaviours. I give the 
example of going to watch and film which had a lot of bad language in it, and then realising how 
easily some of those words were coming from my mouth. How do we identify what things lead us 
in the wrong direction?


The purpose of this session is NOT to lead into a disagreement about whether we view the same 
things as clean or unclean, appropriate for a Christian or not. 1 Corinthians 8:9-13 suggests that 
there were different views like this in the early Church too. The clear aim of Paul’s words is for 
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there to be a gracious acceptance of others’ views - holding ourselves back if needs be for the 
benefit of another.


Going back to the first session of this study we thought of where we “draw the line” with others. 
Has our view changed in any way?


Thinking about the end of the study with Paul’s talk about food in 1 Corinthians 8:9-13, are there 
things we need to do in order to hold ourselves back for the benefit of another?


There may be sensitive issues here, or recollections of things done in the past which are painful. 
Gently share if you want to about your thoughts regarding what it means to be clean or unclean 
for you today.


Pray and encourage one other and bear with each other with grace and patience.



