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No one likes to receive bad news, especially about themselves. Yet, there are 

times when denying bad news is the absolute worst thing we could do. In 

other words, the best thing we could do is to come to terms with reality so 

that we can respond in a wise manner.  

This morning we are going to talk about the most important bad news that we 

need to understand about ourselves. And that news has to do with the fact 

that every human heart has been corrupted by sin. What we are going to learn 

today is that … 

If we don’t understand the depravity
1
 of our own hearts, we will be 

vulnerable to a religious legalism and hypocrisy that dismisses the authority 

of God’s Word.  

We are going to discover this by watching Jesus masterful response to the 

Pharisees as He presses them to the deepest recesses of their hearts.  

Layer One: Religious traditions; Religious behaviorism; Legalism ( vs 1-5) 

In verses 1-5 there is an apparent clash between Jesus and the Pharisees over 

the matter of ceremonial washing.  

Take note of the context here. At the end of chapter 6, Jesus is so popular 

that when He shows up at Gennesaret, people recognize Him and begin to 

run all over the countryside to bring their sick to Jesus to be healed. As we 

come to chapter 7, there has been such a stir about Jesus that the Pharisees 

make a nearly 90 mile journey down from Jerusalem to see for themselves 

who Jesus is. You can learn a lot about people by what captures their 

attention.  What is so remarkable to me is that what captured the attention of 

the Pharisees was not the awe of what God was doing through the healing 

ministry of Jesus—even those who simply touched His garments were 

                                                           
1
 Depravity: The pervasive sinfulness of our own hearts. Depravity means that every 

part of our being is corrupted by sin.  

 

healed! (6:56). Rather, the Pharisees were taken back with the fact that Jesus’ 

disciples failed to wash their hands before they ate bread. This was not a 

concern about hygiene, but about ceremonial cleanliness. [Vs 3] 

It’s important for you to understand that what is happening is a discrepancy 

between man-made traditions and God-breathed Scripture. In the O.T., the 

priests were required to wash their hands before they entered the holy place, 

but nowhere did OT law require ordinary people to go through ritual 

cleansing before they ate bread.
2
  

So where did the Pharisees get this regulation from? The Pharisees loved to 

use tradition to build a fence around the law. The idea was that if you built a 

fence around the law, it would keep you from breaking the law.  Yet by the 

time of Jesus the Mishnah, which was a compilation of Jewish oral laws, had 

developed into 186 pages of regulations on cleanliness. The Pharisee’s 

complaint was not that the disciples had violated an OT command but that 

they had violated this tradition of the elders. [vs. 5] 

Clarify: Tradition itself is not necessarily bad. Traditions can serve us in 

wonderful ways that help us honor God, but the problem is when our 

traditions, rather than the Bible itself, become the means of defining 

godliness. The problem is when we create a code of conduct that we believe 

will give us right standing before God if we just follow it. And as a result we 

begin trusting in what we do rather than in what Christ has done for us and 

we begin to evaluate people on the basis of how well they meet the criteria of 

how our code of conduct says they should act, dress, and worship. In a word, 

we call this legalism. Legalism is the attempt to be righteous by our own 

actions rather than desperate trust in God’s grace.  

But Jesus refuses to let His disciples get entangled in this web of legalism 

and challenges the Pharisees to see that this clash is not about a violation of 

cleanliness but rather about a heart of hypocrisy in the Pharisees themselves.  

Layer Two: Hypocrisy; vain worship (vs. 6-7) 

[Vs 6-7] 
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Jesus immediately goes after the juggler vein of hypocrisy, going right to the 

Scripture as His authority (Isa 29:13). The word for hypocrites in vs. 6 was 

used of actors in the theater. In essence Jesus is saying, you are only acting 

the part, speaking the script, but your heart is far from God. They were guilty 

of putting on a religious façade. Religious but not godly.  

Their worship was vain not only because their words and hearts don’t agree, 

but also because they have substituted God’s ways for their own (vs 7). So 

with their lips they speak as though they honor God, but with their lives they 

dishonor God by replacing God’s word with their own ideas and standards.  

Before we get too hard on the Pharisees, its important for us to recognize that 

we face the danger of vain worship every Sunday. We face the danger of 

honoring God with our lips while our hearts are far from Him.  

When I started in ministry as a minister of music and worship, I was very 

conscientious of the fact that every Sunday I was putting words in people’s 

mouths by the songs we sang. Certainly we should be concerned about 

singing songs of truth that are God-centered and Christ-exalting. But even 

putting the right words in people’s mouths cannot guarantee that the heart 

will resonate with love for God.  The hypocrisy of vain worship happens 

when we sing and confess that Christ is Lord but we are unwilling to honor 

Him with undisputed obedience. We sing that He’s our treasure, but our 

affections are bonded to other things.  

What’s below their religious traditionalism/behavioralism/legalism/mask is 

the hypocrisy of vain worship; religious words from man-centered lives. 

How did they get to this point? Jesus takes down to yet another layer to show 

us that what is really happening is a minimizing of God’s word. 

Layer 3: Minimizing Scripture (vs. 6-7) 

There are 3 piercing statements here in vs. 8-13.  

a. Vs 8: “Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the 

tradition of men.”  

b. Vs 9: “You are experts at setting aside the commandment of God in 

order to keep your tradition.” 

c. Vs 13: “thus [you are] invalidating the word of God with your 

tradition.” 

The key issue in this clash between Jesus and the Pharisees is not about 

cleanliness but about the tension between the authority of God’s word and 

the “authority” of man’s tradition.  

The question at hand is, “where does ultimate authority lie? Is it in the 

Scriptures alone or is it in the Scriptures and tradition? R.C. Sproul answers 

the question this way, “If it is both Scripture and tradition, tradition trumps 

everything by giving the binding interpretation of Scripture. So, for all 

practical purposes, there are not really two sources of authority…but one, 

tradition, which becomes more important than the Word itself.”
3
  

This is why there are certain religious groups or denominations hold to 

certain erroneous doctrines that should be so easy to dispute from Scripture, 

yet they are unrelenting in holding to doctrines that are contrary to Scripture 

because they have allowed tradition to become and equal and therefore 

superior authority to Scripture.  

Adding tradition as authoritative will always diminish the pure word of God. 

It’s like doing math when you make coffee. If you take away one scoop of 

coffee, you’ll have less coffee. But if you add more water you don’t get more 

coffee, you just dilute it down. In the same way, when you subtract/take 

away from Scripture you lose truth. But if you add to Scripture, you don’t get 

more truth; you obscure or dilute the truth.  

This is what the Pharisees were doing. By giving man-made traditions and 

regulations the same authority as Scripture, they were adding to God’s Word 

and diluting its truth.  

In vs. 10-12 Jesus gives an example of how they are disregarding God’s 

word by the use of their traditions. [vs. 10-12] Basically this is using a man-

made regulation as a loop hole to avoid having to financially care for their 

aging parents. Corban here refers to making a vow that one’s money is set 

apart for the Lord, and therefore could not be given to someone else. 

“Strangely, however, the regulations that governed Corban allowed a person 
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to use their wealth for themselves during their lifetime.”
4
 So they make it 

sound like they are honoring God by devoting their wealth to Him, but they 

are actually dishonoring God by violating His command to honor and care 

for their parents…vs. 13: “Thus invalidating the Word of God by your 

tradition…” 

So what’s below their religious legalism is the hypocrisy of vain worship 

(religious words from an unconverted heart). But what’s below their 

hypocrisy and vain worship is their abandonment of the singular authority of 

God’s Word. Yet there is still one more layer below the surface in vs. 14-23.  

Layer 4: Depravity of the human heart (vs. 14-23) 

Depravity: The pervasive sinfulness of our own hearts. Depravity means that 

every part of our being is corrupted by sin.  

[vs. 14] This is what you need to “understand”. Here is the root of legalism, 

hypocrisy, and vain worship, that dismiss the authority of God’s Word. 

Here’s the real problem regarding our lack of cleanliness before God. It’s not 

a matter of external traditions but the inward corruption of sin in one’s own 

heart.  

[vs. 15-23] 

It’s as if Jesus is saying, “you’re worried about a trickle of water over the 

hands for ceremonial cleanliness when out of heart is vomiting of every kind 

of wickedness.” 

If we fail to recognize the inner power of sin that corrupts our hearts, we will 

be tempted to believe that we can please God by our external actions. We 

will fall prey to the legalism of vain worship, that pretends to honor God 

when our hearts are far from him. Those who fail to recognize the depravity 

of their own hearts will be tempted to redefine God’s law by their own 

traditions and become a law unto themselves only to discover that they are 

lawless before God and under His judgment.  

                                                           
4
 Sproul, p. 164.  

So here’s the best bad news you will ever understand. Your heart is so 

corrupted by sin, that there is no way for you to please God apart from Him 

giving you a new heart. It’s the best bad news because if you don’t grasp it, 

you will go on trusting yourself to hell, but if you do understand the power of 

sin’s corruption in your own heart, you will turn and run to Jesus who alone 

can give you a new heart, who alone can purify you and release you from the 

condemnation of your sin.  

Jeremiah 17:9-10—“The heart is more deceitful than all else And is 

desperately sick; Who can understand it? I, the LORD, search the heart, I 

test the mind, Even to give to each man according to his ways, According to 

the results of his deeds.” 

 

Where do these deeds and thoughts come from that God is going to judge? 

From your own heart. There is no way to escape their condemnation on your 

own. They are a part of you.  

 

There is only one alternative option; to trust solely in Jesus, where on the 

cross God gave to Him according to our ways and according to our deeds. In 

other words, on the cross God treated Jesus as though He had committed 

every sin we have committed, causing Him to bear the condemnation of 

God’s holy wrath so that if we trust in Christ, we can be forgiven, given a 

new heart, and treated by God as though we had lived the perfectly righteous 

life of Christ. Here’s how the bible says it, [2 Cor 5:21] 

 

So how do we get in on that? Romans 10 says that if we confess with our 

mouth Jesus is Lord and believe in our hearts that God raised Him from the 

dead, we shall be saved. For with the heart a person believes, resulting in 

righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation. For 

the Scripture says, whoever believes in Him will not be disappointed.”  

 

This is true, God-honoring worship—Our mouth and our heart agreeing 

together that the only way to be right before God is through the suffering and 

resurrection of Jesus.  

 

There are two essential responses that we can have to God’s word: 

1) To recognize the internal power of sin’s corruption and stop trusting 

in our own abilities to please God but to turn and put our absolute 

trust and dependence on Christ who alone can give us a new heart 

before God. Ezekiel 36:26-27—“I will give you a new heart and put 

a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from 



your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put My Spirit 

within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be 

careful to observe My ordinances. 

 

2) To examine our hearts and discover whether or not we have fallen 

pray to vain worship—honoring God with our lips while our hearts 

have drifted far from Him. Pray for God to so grip your heart with 

His grace that whole-hearted love for God will be the driving  

passion of your words, actions, and choices.  


