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Mark 7:1-8, 14, 15, 21-23 

ARE YOU RELIGIOUS OR ARE YOU A CHRISTIAN? 

 

INI 

 Do you consider yourself to be religious?  I would think that most of us would answer “yes” at first glance.  We 

do come to church.  We pray.  We give our offerings of love to support the work of the church.  We try to show love to 

our families and friends and even our enemies, although it is not always easy to do that.  We will tie that word “Religion” 

to our worship of God. 

 

 But you know that there are many people who are also very religious who do things that have nothing to do 

with God.  One of the dictionary definitions of the word “religious” is “scrupulously and conscientiously faithful, 

zealous.”  That might describe any regimen in their lives.  It might have to do with a physical workout that they undergo 

each and every day.  It might have to do with certain foods that they eat and those that they avoid.  It might have to do 

with just about anything.  Football season has arrived. Think of all the people who will observe certain rituals each week.  

They dress a certain way.  They arrive at the same time.  They eat the same foods.  They are very particular in how they 

cheer on their team.  They do not want anything that would upset their routine. 

 

 Being religious may be a good thing or a bad thing depending on how you describe it and the particular object of 

your devotion.  Tradition may be a good or bad thing depending on what it is or isn’t.  We are a liturgical church.  We will 

have a certain form for our worship.  Our liturgy is basically that same every week, although we will use different 

settings over the course of the church year.  We will have a confession of sins and the absolution, the assurance that our 

sins are forgiven.  We will have readings from the Scriptures, usually from the Old Testament, one of the epistles, and 

the Gospel.  We will rise for the Gospel reading, out of reverence for the words of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We will have a 

confession of our faith from one of the creeds of Christendom.  We will have a sermon and prayers and we will celebrate 

the Sacrament, the Holy Supper that our Lord gave to his disciples for the strengthening of their faith.  We will sing 

hymns.  And we will conclude with a benediction, a blessing from God.  We will do most of those things every Sunday.  

These are good things. 

 

 But they would not be good things if we don’t know why we are doing them.  Sometimes people will come to 

church to look for people who do things wrong.  They are quick to point out those people who did not know when they 

were supposed to sit and when to stand.  That would describe the Pharisees very well.  They were very quick to point 

out people who were not doing things right and that would include our Lord Jesus.  Jesus has much to say to the 

Pharisees of his days and to the Pharisees of our day as well.  ARE YOU RELIGIOUS OR ARE YOU A CHRISTIAN? 

 

 Many people came to Jesus for various things. Some came for healing from disease.  Some came to listen to his 

sermons and teachings.  Some came to listen and see if Jesus was really the Messiah.  The Pharisees came to find 

something wrong with Jesus and his teachings, to accuse him of sin so that they could find a reason to put him to death.  

They have already challenged his authority to forgive sins.  They accused him of not associating with the right kinds of 

people.  Jesus ate with tax collectors and sinners.  They accused him of sinning by healing people on the Sabbath day.  

They even accused him of driving out demons, not by the power of God, but by the power of Satan.  They really didn’t 

like our Lord! 

 



 Today’s confrontation would be on handwashing and upholding the tradition of the elders.  The teachers taught 

that you should wash your hands before eating.  Now that sounds very good.  I would guess that your mother taught you 

the same thing and I would also imagine that most health experts would agree.  The problem was not that this might be 

a good thing, but rather in the idea that if you did not wash your hands, you were sinning against God.  After all, 

cleanliness is next to godliness, right?   

 

 If we study that Law of Moses or the Torah, we see that there were many things that led to ceremonial 

uncleanness.  You were forbidden to eat certain foods like pork or shellfish.  You were not allowed to touch a dead 

person.  There were certain skin diseases that made a person unclean.  There were things that made a person unclean 

for a short time and things that made a person unclean for a longer time.  All of this was spelled out very clearly in the 

Torah. 

 

 The reason for all of this was that God wanted the people to know that sin was a barrier between us and God.  

We cannot approach God on our own terms.  We must possess the righteousness that God demands, and we must have 

no sin within us.  The Law clearly shows us our sin and our need for God’s intervention.  The Law demanded certain 

animal sacrifices for sin but would have to be repeated over and over again.  The Law is always a dead end.  We cannot 

keep the Law, let alone keep it perfectly as it demands from us. 

 

 But the Pharisees truly believed that they kept the Law and kept it perfectly.  Not only that, but they felt that 

God’s Law didn’t go far enough.  They would add their own rules and regulations that others didn’t even know about.  

Woe to that person who would break these traditions! 

 

 The Law of Moses said nothing about washing one’s hands before dinner.  That was a tradition added by the 

Pharisees.  They demanded that one wash their hands up to their wrists and even specified how much water could and 

had to be used.  Jesus and his disciples weren’t honoring their traditions and were considered defiled and unclean! 

 

 Jesus had an answer for them and they wouldn’t like it.  “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you 

hypocrites; as it is written: ‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  They worship me in 

vain; their teachings are merely human rules.’ You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to human 

traditions.”  The teachings of men were more important than the teachings of God.  Adherence to “the rules” was more 

important than love for God and for one’s fellow man. 

 

 The Pharisees showed that over and over again in their dealings with others.  Outward appearance was 

everything.  They made a great show of their fasting, praying, and giving.  They wanted everyone to see how holy they 

were.  Not only would they keep God’s commands, but they would add their own regulations on tithing parts of a plants, 

types of oaths, fasting twice a week, and many other things. 

 

 They may have looked pretty good on the outside to others, but Jesus could read their hearts.  He saw their love 

of money, their pride, their selfish ambition, and their lustful thoughts.  These people refused to be baptized by John.  

They rejected Jesus’ message from the very beginning.  Think about these people on Good Friday.  They refused to enter 

Pontius Pilate’s palace to avoid ceremonial uncleanness while they plotted and demanded Jesus’ death. 

 

 Jesus called them hypocrites. The word hypocrite means “an actor playing a part.”   Hypocrites pretend to be 

something that they are not.  People who don’t go to church love to say that there are hypocrites in the church and they 

are exactly right!  There always have been hypocrites and there always will be hypocrites.  I don’t know who they are.  I 

might suspect, but only our Lord can read hearts.  Judas, one of the Twelve, tried to convince his fellow apostles that he 



was a faithful follower of Jesus.  He did a good job of it for a while, but Jesus knew what was in his heart as he betrayed 

our Lord for thirty pieces of silver. 

 

 The real problem wasn’t dirty hands; it was dirty hearts.  They did not look into their hearts and see what was in 

there.  It wasn’t pretty; it was filthy.  Jesus said: “Nothing outside a person can defile them by going into them.  Rather, it 

is what comes out of a person that defiles them.  For it is from within, out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come – 

sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.  All these 

evils come from inside and defile a person.” 

 

 We are all born with original sin.  That is our evil nature that we have inherited from our parents and that we 

pass on to our children.  We are sinful from birth, sinful from the time that our parents conceived us.  The world likes to 

tell us that we are all good by nature.  That is not true.  The Scriptures tell us that we are all evil by nature.  The sinful 

condition of our hearts lead to actual sins of thought, word, and deed.  You know what is in your heart.  You know the 

sinful thoughts and the moral filth that is in there.  You may do a good job of covering up.  You may fool others.  You 

may even fool yourself, but you can’t fool God.  We remember King David.  David let thoughts of lust grow.  He 

committed adultery with another man’s wife.  He tried to cover it up and finally had her husband killed.  He pretended 

that everything was just fine. Perhaps many of the people in Israel thought that he was a very kind and generous person 

by marrying Bathsheba and raising the child as his own (which it was!)  The prophet Nathan had to rebuke David by 

saying: “You are the man!” 

 

 Each week after the sermon we sing the words of Psalm 51: “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a 

steadfast spirit within me.  Do not cast me away from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me.  Restore to me 

the joy of your salvation and uphold me with your free Spirit.”  Those words came from King David after he had realized 

his sin and confessed his guilt. He realized that he could not fool God.  He had to honestly confess the truth: that he was 

a sinner and that he needed forgiveness for his sins. 

 

 Our hearts have rebelled against God.  We are guilty.  The only answer was the one that the Pharisees 

condemned.  It is Jesus Christ and him alone.  He took all the filth in your heart and absorbed it into his own body.  He 

paid for your greed, your lust, your hatred, your envy, your selfishness, your lack of love and every other sin with his 

holy, precious blood and by his innocent suffering and death.  He took your filth and gave you the perfect robe of his 

own righteousness.  In Christ we are washed clean.  We are certainly no better than others. We are all sinners who have 

been washed clean by the blood of our Savior.  We are not religious.  We are Christians.  Traditions might be nice, but 

they will never save us.  Trust in the one thing that can: Jesus Christ our Lord.  AMEN. 

  

 


