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Pharisees and unclean hands 

 
The Pharisees caught Jesus and the disciples eating without ceremonially washing their hands. They 
confronted him about breaking a strict commandment according to the "tradition of the elders". 
 
This failure to wash their hands before eating had nothing to do with hygiene as we understand it 
today - it was entirely to do with religious practice. 
 
At Mary Andrews Village, visitors not only have to sign a book on entry, they also have to declare 
in writing they have washed their hands with antiseptic - coming in and going out - this is all about 
hygiene. 
 
Today, we go to extreme about bugs, infections and disease - TV commercials with antiseptic 
sprays, wipes, ointment, creams, mouth wash, liquids, lozenges, Air Wick, children sneezing on the 
bench-top, dirty hands on the fridge door and Louie the fly etc. 
 
My neighbour sterilises his BBQ before use - a waste of time!  I would not like to meet the bug that 
could survive a hot BBQ plate! 
 
In our world, it is not safe anymore to "get a little dirt on your hands boy" as the Delltones used to 
sing. 
  
In the time of Jesus, ceremonial ablutions were common practice amongst Jews - it was compulsory 
so as to distinguish between holiness and defilement rather than health or hygiene: to comply the 
with religious teachings of the Pharisees. 
The "tradition of the elders" had made many such commandments about what was holy and what 
was unholy - unclean, common and defilement. 
 
A couple of examples: 
You could not enter the Temple uncircumcised as this would defile the Temple. 
 
You could not do any sort of work whatsoever on the Sabbath as this would make the Sabbath 
common. 
 
In the time just after Israel left Egypt and before they entered the promised land, Moses told the 
people to obey God.  (Exodus 15.26) He said God wanted to make them promise: “If you will 
diligently hearken to the voice of the LORD your God, I will put none of the diseases upon you 
which I put upon the Egyptians; for I am the LORD, your healer.”   
The Egypt from which the LORD had delivered Israel was a highly superstitious and irrational 
society. 
 
According to Lionel Casson in his book, Ancient Egypt, their method of treating sickness was 
dangerous.  He wrote, “Treatment could ... involve putting concoctions into the body through any of 
its openings - in particular the mouth.” 
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Sickness, according to Egyptian belief was caused by evil spirits inside the person and so their 
medicine was highly obnoxious mixtures designed to flush out the demons and when people died as 
they inevitably did, it was simply explained away as being “the will of the gods”. 
 
But not only Egypt - the world. According to Roy Porter in his excellent book, The Greatest Benefit 
to Mankind, "throughout history, most peoples and cultures the world over, have construed birth, 
death, sickness and health primarily to the wider cosmos, planets, stars, mountains, rivers, spirits, 
ancestors, gods and demons, the underworld below, the heaven above and so forth." 
 
God's promise to Israel to keep them free from Egyptian diseases was to give them the two basic 
facts of hygiene we live by today: 
 
1.  Isolating the disease - we call it quarantine. In Leviticus 13 we read of God’s instruction to the 
priest over the people: “... the priest shall shut up the diseased person for seven days; and ... 
examine him on the seventh day ...” 
 
2. Washing away the disease - we call it hygiene. In Leviticus 15, we read of God’s instruction to 
the priest over the people: “... wash his clothes ... bath his body in running water, and he shall be 
clean.” 
 

In the Western world, 2,670 years later Ignaz Semmelweis (1818-1865) a Hungarian Doctor 
became the early pioneer of antiseptic procedures of 'taking the disease from the patient or the 
patient from the disease'.   

Semmelweis was followed by British surgeon Joseph Lister (1827-1912) who pioneered antiseptic 
surgery. 

 
Way back in those early years, Israel trusted God’s guidance and were free of the diseases and 
plagues of Egypt and the surrounding nations. 
 
But as happens in all things human, there are those who destroy good things by turning them into 
something legal and pedantic as it is so prevalent today - how did we ever survive before 
'occupational health and safety'? 
 
After the Babylonian captivity of the Jews, the "tradition of the elders" turned the words of 
Leviticus into a ethical and religious thing. 
It became essential. 
It became ceremonial. 
It became pedantic - "up to the wrist" and, it became a commandment in the religion of Judaism - 
still obeyed by Jews today. 
 
So when the Pharisees confronted Jesus and the disciples about not ceremonially washing their 
hands before eating, it was nothing to do with hygiene but a fossilised religious act. 
 
 
First, Jesus responds by pointing out that the "tradition of the elders" can never have the same 
authority as the word of God. 
 
Second, and unexpected, he quotes to them from Isaiah (29.3) who said on behalf of God to the 
people of his generation: 
 
"this people draw near with their mouth and honour me with their lips while their hearts are far 
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from me and their fear of me is a commandment of men learned by rote ..." 
 
Without throwing a fist, the Pharisees punched Jesus in the face with the accusation of being 
ungodly, unclean and unrighteous by breaking their law.  But Jesus counter-punched by likening 
them to the people of Isaiah's day - empty, shallow, distant and totally wrong. 
 
When people vigorously oppose God, God vigorously opposes them - not in anger as we humans 
are prone to do, but in love, to save them from themselves - their rigid selves. 
 
One of the great challenges of our humanity is to live with, and to free-up, rigid people! 
  
Third, Jesus then explains a couple of things they should have known if they had not been so rigid 
in their mind-set. 
 
It is not what goes into the body that defiles a person but what comes out of the mouth. 
 
Nothing external can pollute a person, the real source of impurity is within. 
 
Holiness and righteousness before God is not of the hands but of the heart. 
 
And so, through their rigidity which was passed onto them down the centuries by like-minded rigid 
people, this one-time blessing of Leviticus 13 & 15 was turned into a curse. 
 
As Isaiah (41.13) the prophet had tried to encourage the Jews before the Babylonian captivity, "I am 
the Lord, your God, who takes hold of your right hand and says to you, do not fear; I will help you."   
 
But by this stage it was too late and they were too rigid to trust Him to do as he said he would. 
 
What makes people rigid? 
Certainly power and control! 
And certainly fear! 
 
What comes first, fear and then power and control? Or, power and control and then fear? 
Actually, it is both ways - for some people fear drives them to power and control in order to protect 
themselves and their views and vested interests, 
 
and for others, power and control of their views and vested interests drives them to fear - fear of 
themselves in their isolation from others. 
 
The Pharisees as the spiritual leaders of Israel - God's Holy nation on earth, had at their finger tips 
the miracles and oracles of God - just as the christian church has today. 
 
Instead, through their rigidity of keeping a tradition going, they never, indeed, were unable to avail 
themselves to change as God continually called upon them to do through the prophets ..... who they 
stoned and killed. 
 
Basic to the view of the Pharisees is their belief that Israel was taken captive by the Babylonians 
because they sinned against God by had breaking the law of Moses. 
 
To avoid this ever happening again, they wanted to keep Israel pure before God.  Accordingly, they 
worked out that the law of Moses contained 613 commandments - 248 positive "you shall" and 365 
negative "you shall not". 
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To protect people from breaking the law through ignorance or by accident, they built a 'hedge' 
around these 613 commandments and developed 39 prohibited acts on the Sabbath: 
Planting, Plowing, Reaping, Binding sheaves,  Threshing, Winnowing, Selecting, Grinding, Sifting, 
Kneading, Baking, Shearing wool, Washing wool (Scouring/Laundering), Beating/Combing wool, 
Dyeing, Spinning Weaving , Making two loops, Weaving at least two threads, Separating two 
threads, Tying, Untying, Sewing, Tearing for the purpose of sewing ,Trapping, Slaughtering, 
Flaying, Curing hide, Scraping hide, Scoring, Cutting hide into pieces, Writing, Erasing, Building,   
Tearing something down, Extinguishing a fire, Igniting a fire, Applying the finishing touch.  
 
But they went even further to avoid breaking the law, they developed 31 customs or 'oral law' 
which became known as the 'tradition of the elders' which became stricter than the law of Moses. 
 
Consequently, of absolute importance to the Pharisees was to ensure that the 'tradition of the elders' 
was upheld as the first line of defence in protecting the Law of Moses from ever being broken 
again. 
 
But this meant their religion was ethical rather than theological - legal rather than moral - rigid 
rather than generous - focused on sin rather than forgiveness and it followed that they, as Jesus said, 
they, 
'strained at gnats but swallowed camels', 
and 'knew not the scriptures or the power of God' and though they themselves, 'do not enter the 
kingdom of heaven (they thereby) prevent others from doing them same'. 
 
It is no wonder that of the 95 reference in the NT to them, most are about their clashes with Jesus, 
murmuring, groaning, grumbling against him, 
 
censuring his movements, spying on him, testing him with loaded questions, trying to entrap him 
with words, conspiring to kill him: all because they did not like their little puny laws to be broken, 
lest they loose control!  
accordingly  ..... in order to uphold their view of God and the world and their religious beliefs and 
practices - they broke every moral code of righteous and decent people all over the globe to stop 
Jesus:  
 
and betrayed every sense of the meaning of justice in order to crucify him.  
 
It was all to do with fear: fear of breaking the law of Moses, fear of failure, fear of God and fear of 
change. 
 
Though he died on the Cross out of love, the nailed him there out of fear. 
 
Unfortunately, this is also true for the Christian church ... 

_____________________________ 


