
Preview
� Our passage appears in two Gospels—Mark 

7:1-23 and Matthew 15:1-20.
� Mark’s emphasis is over the biblical laws of 

purity and affirms that Jesus pronounced 
“all foods clean” (v. 19), a Gentile concern 
in early Christianity.

� Matthew says nothing about food issues. 
Instead, the writing highlights the  
“tradition of the elders,” an Israelite 
concern.

� The importance of the passage underscores 
the arrival of Pharisees and scribes from 
Jerusalem who seek to examine Jesus.



Tradition of the Elders?
� A major element in the Pharisaic 

movement was the idea of an authorative
tradition alongside the Torah (Law). 

� It was intended to make specific more 
general teachings in the Torah or cover 
matters not treated in the Torah. It 
stressed purity (holiness). Two such 
examples are emphasized in our passage—
hand washing before meals and the 
practice of Korban (more in a moment).

� The entire “tradition” was rejected by the 
Sadducees as an innovation.



Preview
� The “tradition” was codified about 200 

AD in what is known as the Mishnah.
� Commentary on the Mishnah is known 

as the Gemara. 
� Later, the Mishnah and the Gemarah

along with further commentary 
became a part of the Talmud. 

� The Talmud is a lengthy Aramaic 
commentary on the Mishah. There are 
two Talmuds: the Palestinian Talmud 
(5th Century AD) and the Babylonian 
Talmud (6th Century AD). 



The Tradition of the Elders 
(15:1-20)
Then Pharisees and scribes came to 
Jesus from Jerusalem and said, 2 “Why 
do your disciples break the tradition of 
the elders? For they do not wash their 
hands before they eat.” 3 He answered 
them, “And why do you break the 
commandment of God for the sake of 
your tradition? 4 For God said, ‘Honor 
your father and your mother,’ and 
‘Whoever speaks evil of father or mother 
must surely die.’ 5 But you say that  



Tradition (cont.)
whoever tells father or mother, 
‘Whatever support you might have 
had from me is given to God,’ then 
that person need not honor the father. 
6 So, for the sake of your tradition, 
you make void the word of God. 7 You 
hypocrites! Isaiah prophesied rightly 
about you when he said: 



Tradition (cont.)
8 “This people honors me with

their lips,
but their hearts are far

from me;
9 in vain do they worship me

teaching human precepts as
doctrines.’”



Comment
� Our passage covers two gospel units (1-9, 

10-20). No parallel passage is found in 
Luke. 

� The Pharisees are a Jewish group that 
rigorously apply the Jewish law to 
everyday living. They are Jesus’ major 
opponents in Matthew (5:20; 16:6, 11; 
chapter 23). 

� The Scribes are writing bureaucrats and 
scholars, usually viewed negatively in 
Matthew as part of the Jewish leadership 
opposing Jesus (8:19; 13:52; 17:10; 23:2-3).



Comment
� The tradition of the elders is the Pharisees’ 

traditional interpretation of the Jewish 
law, passed on orally and believed by them 
to have been given with the written law on 
Mount Sinai (m. ‘Abot 1:1). Carried forward 
by Joshua the oral tradition developed and 
was codified in the Mishnah.

� The Sinai law does not require Jews to 
“wash their hands before they eat” (cf. Ex. 
30:17-21; Lev. 15:11). As mentioned, 
Sadducees never accepted the elders’ 
tradition as authoritative.



Comment
� Apparently, the practice was not a 

universal Jewish custom even among 
Pharisees. 

� In our passage, competing interpretations 
of the law and the tradition collide. The 
issue is not personal hygiene but ritual 
purification, the removal of defilement (see 
Jn. 2:6). 

� Jesus’ position is that the Pharisees neglect 
to keep the divine commands of Torah in 
their zeal to uphold the tradition.  



Comment
� So, underlying the debate over hand 

washing (tradition, v. 2) and support for 
parents (moral, written law, vv. 4-5) a 
question of authority emerges.

� Who reveals God’s will, Jesus or those 
from Jerusalem? Those from Jerusalem, 
Jesus affirms, are faithless to God’s 
command to honor parents (vv. 3, 6). Thus, 
they lack God’s legitimation (vv. 13-14).

� The controversy provides insight into the 
bitter separation of Matthew’s church from 
the synagogue post-70 AD.   



Comment
� Verse 4 refers to two commands. For the 

first (honor parents) see Ex. 20:12; Deut. 
5:16; for the second (speak evil of parents) 
see Lev. 20:9. 

� “Honoring” parents included feeding, 
clothing, washing, covering, taking walks, 
and not contradicting. (t. Qidd. 1.11 (336).

� The charge of being hypocrites (v. 7) is 
made for the first time by Jesus directly 
against his opponents (6:1-18). However, 
hypocrites can be also brothers/sisters 
among Jesus’ disciples (see 7:5). 



Comment
� Hypocrites are those who perform 

behind masks (theater). They pretend 
to be someone or something, but aren’t; 
see Matt 23; 6:2, 5, 16; 7:5; 22:18; 
24:51.  

� Jesus’ charge is that the tradition of 
declaring something sacred and a gift 
to God (Korban) has become a device 
for depriving parents of their rightful 
care. Tradition thus voids God’s 
commandment to honor one’s parents.



Comment
� (Jesus’ disciples and the Matthean

church(es) most probably do not 
practice hand washing as a purity 
rite.)  

� Hand washing was a temple practice 
(Ex. 30:19-21) of priests never 
mentioned in Torah as a family 
practice. These Pharisees and scribes 
want to apply this priestly regulation 
to all of life. After all, Israelites are a 
nation of priests (Ex. 19:6). 



Comment
� 4-6, The word Korban (given to God), is 

found in Mark but not Matthew. It involves 
giving money to God (to the Temple, the 
priests). Jesus claims the leaders employ 
this tradition to circumvent the command 
to honor parents. Not only do they remove 
material support from older parents (Ex. 
20:12; cf. Matt. 5:17), they enrich 
themselves. They talk one way and act 
another. 

� Jesus applies Isaiah’s condemnation of 8th

century BC Judah to the present leaders by 
quoting 29:13.



Comment
� An inscription on a late first century 

ossurary illustrates the practice: 
“Everything that a man will find to 
his profit in this ossuary (is) an 
offering to God from the one within 
it.” (Harrington, Matthew, 232)

� An ossurary is a container for the 
deposit of dead bones.



Comment
� Put simply, the tradition of the 

elders is being used at cross-
purposes to the Torah, not as a 
clarification or supplement. 

� For Jesus in Matthew, eating with 
unwashed hands does not defile a 
person (v. 20).



Comment
� Jesus charges that the Pharisees and 

scribes by substituting human 
traditions for God’s commandments 
violate the Law. They pay “lip service,” 
that is, they uphold human commands 
and teachings (Col. 2:22). 

� The Isaiah quotation affirms that not 
only Israel’s leaders but “this people” 
honors God only with their lips. Is this 
a signal of what is to come?



Things that Defile (10-20)
10 Then he called the crowd to him 
and said to them, “Listen and 
understand: 11 it is not what goes into 
the mouth that defiles.” 12 Then the 
disciples approached and said to him, 
“Do you know that the Pharisees took 
offense when they heard what you 
said?” 13 He answered, “Every plant 
that my heavenly Father has not 
planted will be uprooted. 14 Let them 



Things that Defile (cont.)
alone; they are blind guides of the 
blind. And if one blind person guides 
another, both will fall into a pit.” 15

But Peter said to him, “Explain this 
parable to us.” 16 Then he said, “Are 
you also without understanding? 17 Do 
you not see that whatever goes into 
the mouth enters the stomach, and 
goes out into the sewer (“laterine”)? 18

But



Things that Defile (cont.)
what comes out of the mouth proceeds 
from the heart, and this is what 
defiles. 19 For out of the heart come 
evil intentions, murder, adultery, 
fornication, theft, false witness, 
slander. 20 These are what defile a 
person, but to eat with unwashed 
hands does not defile.”



Comment
� The parallel passage is Mark 7:14-23.
� Jesus defines purity primarily in 

moral terms. See 15:15-20. 
� Jesus uses a plant image to answer the 

disciples’ question. Pharisees are being 
“uprooted,” that is, condemned (Jer. 
1:10)
◦ 3:7-10—axe at the root of the trees
◦ 7:16-20—know them by their fruits
◦ 12:33-37—good and bad trees



Comment
� For “listen and understand” see the 

parables of chapter 13—13:10-23, 43. 
� “What goes into the mouth.” It was widely 

debated in early Christianity whether 
Jewish dietary laws were binding to 
Christians; see Acts 10:14-15; Rom 14:19-
21; Gal. 2:11-14.

� What comes out of the mouth makes one 
ritually unclean.

� In 15:19 we have a vice list, widespread 
feature or device of ancient moral discourse 
(1 Cor. 6:9-10; Gal. 5:19-21).



Comment
� The Pharisees, Jesus affirms, are 

“blind leaders of the blind.” 
� Vv. 15-20—Peter, speaking in behalf of 

the disciples, turns the attention back 
to vv. 10-11.

� Jesus does not abolish purity 
observance (5:17-20). He emphasizes 
internal commitments carried out in 
moral, external actions.

� What we witness is a “family” quarrel 
among Jews. Again, care is required 
that we don’t incite anti-Semitism.  


