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NOTES  
 
Raymond E. Brown, Introduction to the New Testament Notes 
7:1-23 The Controversy over Ritual Purity 
This is the next example of misunderstanding. Despite Jesus’ miracles, healings, teachings, and 
exorcisms – what bothers the Pharisees is that some of Jesus’ disciples do not observe ritual purity.  
Jesus says that God’s real commandment is for purity of heart – not the human tradition of ritual purity.  
 
7:18 and 15 plausibly come from Jesus directly.  7:19 Declaring all foods clean is likely a development of 
the post-Pauline and Peter early Christian movement (50-70 CE). It is difficult to believe that the hard-
fought battles over food purity in Acts and Paul’s letters would have occurred if Jesus had already 
proclaimed all foods clean during his life and ministry. 
 
7:24-30 The Syrophoenician Woman  
The sharp contrast of the hostility of the Jewish authorities with the gentile Syrophoenician Woman in the 
Tyre area is not an accident. Mark places the controversy over food and purity next to a story of a gentile 
woman’s faith. He even uses table worship analogies: 
 

7:27 He said to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and 
throw it to the dogs.” 28 But she answered him, “Sir,[h] even the dogs under the table eat the 
children’s crumbs.” 

 
Mark offends some by placing the Jews first and calling Gentiles dogs. This is consistent with Paul: 
 

Romans 1:16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone 
who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 

 
The woman’s child’s demon is exorcised at a distance. The deaf man (7:31-37) is healed intimately.  
 

7:33 He took him aside in private, away from the crowd, and put his fingers into his ears, and he 
spat and touched his tongue. 34 Then looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, 
“Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.” 35 And immediately his ears were opened, his tongue was 
released, and he spoke plainly. 
 

Jesus “put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his tongue.” Mark again uses the Aramaic 
word, Ephphatha, and the people’s enthusiasm for Jesus’ healing exceeds his request for secrecy. 
 
Daniel Boyarin, The Jewish Gospels Notes 
Many Christian commentators interpret Mark as the near overturning of the Torah and traditional forms of 
purity. One of the most radical of these displacements is seen as the total rejection by Mark’s Jesus of 
Jewish dietary practices, the kosher rules. 
 
On contrast, Boyarin sees Jesus as a staunch defender of the Torah against what he perceived to be 
threats to it from the Pharisees. The Pharisees “Tradition of the Elders” incorporated changes or 
expansions of the Torah that may have resulted from the Babylonian exile. Jesus’ Judaism was a 
conservative reaction against some radical innovations in the Law stemming from the Pharisees and 
Scribes in Jerusalem. 
 
The question is what is the Jewishness of Mark’s Gospel? I believe Jesus is not fighting against Judaism, 
but for what he considered to be the right kind of Judaism.  
 
Mark 7 has been interpreted as the beginning of the parting of the ways between Jesus and mainstream 
Judaism in his day. This is because it is believed by Christian theologians that in this chapter Jesus 
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declares a major aspect of the Torah’s laws, the laws of keeping kosher (7:1-23), no longer valid, thus 
representing a major rupture with the beliefs and practices of virtually all Jews.  
 
Representatives of the three most scholarly bible commentaries in the US, the World series for 
evangelicals, the Anchor series for the non-confessional and more general audiences, and the 
Hermeneia series for the scholarly all agree on this in their commentaries. 
 
It must be acknowledged that Mark is very close, as a Jewish-Christian theologian, to the dietary debate 
within the Jewish-Christian movement in the 1st century CE. He demonstrates and fine and clear 
understanding of Jewish practices and languages as does Jesus. 
 
The Pharisee’s position extended the prohibition against eating defiled kosher food, also rendered the 
eater him or herself, impure through the eating. The Pharisees were attempting to convert other Jews to 
their expanded views of the Kosher laws. Which now included the washing of hands before eating bread 
so that your hands would not make the bread impure. 
 
In the Gospel we are told the Pharisees had come from Jerusalem apparently to proselytize for their 
understanding of the Torah including the handwashing. Jesus protests asserting that foods that go into 
the body don’t make the body impure; only things that come out of the body have the power to 
contaminate. He is not rejecting the Torah’s rules and practices but upholding them. 
 
Reading Marks Gospel in its fullest context suggests here that Jesus speaks from the position of a 
traditional Galilean Jew, one whose community and traditional practices are being criticized and interfered 
with from outside, that is from Jerusalem (and Judea).Jesus accuses the Pharisees of introducing 
practices that are beyond what is written in the Torah, or even against what is written in the Torah, and 
fights against their tradition of the elders. 
 
There is nothing in this passage or Matthew’s, that suggests that Jesus is calling for an abandonment of 
the Torah.  
 
Harper Collins Study Bible, NRSV Version Notes 
7:1-23 The Tradition of Elders 
7:3-4 assumes that some of Mark’s audience does not know the Jewish Ritual Purity rules – so he 
explains them. 
7:6-7 Prophetic condemnation of empty worship is common. 
7:11 Corban, an offering dedicated to God (Lev 1:2) and thus withdrawn for secular uses such as parental 
support. What the Markan Jesus is criticizing here is pseudo-vows, ie declaring something an offering ton 
God only if and when someone else, ie one’s parents, attempted to use it. 
 

Lev 1:2 2 Speak to the people of Israel and say to them: When any of you bring an offering of 
livestock to the Lord, you shall bring your offering from the herd or from the flock. 
 

7:15 On what can defile a person is probably a later addition from the Markan community, not originally 
from Jesus. 
 
7:16 the heart – metaphorically seen as the seat of moral and religious conduct 
7:21-22 Lists of vices common in early Christian exhortations 
 
7:24-30 The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith 
The third of four exorcisms in Mark (1:21-28; 5:1-20; 9:14-29). 
7:24 Tyre – present day Lebanon – gentile in Jesus’ time.  
7:27 The Jews had priority over the Gentiles in claiming God’s blessing.  
 
7:31-37 Jesus Cures a Deaf Man 
Sidon is 20 miles north of Tyre along the coast. 
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7:33 Healing in private using spittle from the holy man in the eyes is common in ancient healing stories. 
 
Oxford Bible Commentary Notes 
7:1-23 The Tradition of Elders 
This section is almost certainly a composite of sayings.  
The initial issue raised is why Jesus’ disciples eat with unwashed hands. The washing refers to ritual 
purity and not sanitation perse. Mark first gives his gentile audience background on the practice (7:3-4) 
and then gives. A very confusing and erroneous explanation. Mark says that hand washing was 
incumbent on all Jews; whereas we know that such ritual cleansing was only required of priests. (It would 
later be extended to all Jews after the 2nd Century CE.)  
 
Mark is unaware of the details of Torah practice. It raises the question of why the Pharisees think his 
disciples – the story seems somewhat artificial. Or is Jesus and his movement associated in some way 
with the Pharisees? And thus these more stringent rules apply to them as well? 
 
7:6-8 Jesus’ reply cites Isaiah 29:13, from the Septuagint /LXX7 text not the Hebrew version. The two 
conflicts on the human and divine origins of the Law. The saying can scarcely go back to the historical 
Jesus. Mark may be using the issue to castigate Jesus’ opponents. 
 
7:11 Corban -- The second reply is even harder to integrate in the context of the discussion. Jesus is 
referring to an apparent practice of people evading their responsibilities to their parents by dedicating 
specific wealth to God and the Temple. The Jews would have also condemned it because familial 
responsibility has primacy in Israel. Once again, a separate tradition seems to have been grafted into the 
discussion in a clumsy manner to make a polemic against Jesus’ opponents. 
 

14 Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 15 
there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what 
defile.”[f] 

 
Jesus calls a crowd together and declares the end of food purity laws in an extremely controversial part of 
Mark. Some scholars doubt Jesus ever said it – or if he did it has been misrepresented here. Other 
scholars believe Mark thought Jesus had said it and had abrogated the Jewish purity laws in Leviticus.  
And others believe that this is an issue in the Markan community that Mark has inserted into the Gospel 
here, upholding the Paul and Peter traditions after Jesus’ death. 
 
It is also possible that Jesus felt free to challenge the law and did so – and this provoked the angry 
response to him among the Jewish establishment. 
 
7:21-22 The positive side. Of what is required of men and women. The list of inner thoughts and actions 
is typical of 1st Century CE Hellenistic ethical instructions. The ethic being stated here would have been at 
home in the broader Hellenistic world (Roman occupation, Greek culture). But to get there Mark has 
Jesus’ call into question the Jewish traditions on food purity. 
 
7:24-30 The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith 
Jesus travels into the mixed Gentile-Jewish region of Tyre and meets a Syrophoenician Woman. The 
woman begs Jesus to heal her daughter. 7:27 Jesus’ response is rude and offensive. He refuses to help, 
claims his mission is to the Jews and calls Gentiles dogs. (It seems possible and likely that Jesus did see 
his ministry as primarily for Jews.)  
 
The woman evokes the proper response of faith and trust in Jesus. She uses the Greek word Kyrie, Lord 
for Jesus, thus expressing a high Christology. (Pls. note that the gentile woman has responded in a way 

 
7 Wikipedia: The Greek Old Testament, or (Septuagint from the Latin: septuaginta, lit. 'seventy'; often abbreviated 70; in Roman 
numerals, LXX), is the earliest extant Koine Greek translation of books from the Hebrew Bible, various biblical apocrypha, and 
deuterocanonical books. The first five books of the Hebrew Bible, known as the Torah or the Pentateuch, were translated in the mid-
3rd century BC. The remaining books of the Greek Old Testament are presumably translations of the 2nd century BC. 
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that the disciples to date have not.) The girl is then healed from a distance. (Pls note that the woman’s 
faith has not been explicitly recognized. Jesus just exorcising the demon remotely and tells her so.) 
 
7:31-37 Jesus Cures a Deaf Man 
Unclear whether this story is about a Gentile or not. The description of the man’s afflictions of both 
speech and hearing implies that he lost them at some point. Jesus’ action of healing the man is a 
fulfillment of Jewish eschatological hopes in:  
 

Isaiah 35:6 then the lame shall leap like a deer, 
    and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. 
For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, 
    and streams in the desert; 

 
Jesus speaks to the man in Aramaic – in this case it is not clear if this is a quasi-magical word – Jesus 
acts with some secrecy, taking the man aside  and orders him to be quiet afterwards. But this results in 
even more publicity. Jesus using spittle can be conceived as quasi-magical – but this does not seem to 
bother Mark at all in the story telling. 
 
James R. Edwards, The Pillar New Testament Commentary, The 
Gospel According to Mark, Notes 
7:1-23 The Tradition of Elders 
Jesus’ confrontation with the Pharisees over the question of oral traditions has no connection to the 
preceding episodes. The unit also shows Mark’s editorial hand. It is unmistakable that Mark is writing for 
non-Jewish Christians (i.e. former Gentiles), and he uses his technique of having Jesus enter a house to 
make an event or teaching clearer to the disciples in private. (2:1; 3:20; 4:10; 9:28; 10:10) 
 
This editorial crafting has two purposes: 

1. Show the diametrical opposition of Jesus and the Pharisees on oral tradition and will represent a 
cleavage between the two and Jesus and Jewish Galilee as well. It will be nullified by Jesus in 
this confrontation; and, 

2. Underscore for the readers the radical difference between the Christian and Jewish views on 
questions of foods, cleansing and the essential meaning of morality and what is pleasing to God. 
The difference between inner motives (7:21) and ceremonial observance (7:18) is honed to a fine 
edge. This distinction will have a determining influence on the early Christian movement as 
evinced by Peter and Cornelius (Acts 10), and Paul (Romans 14:14).  

 
7:1 The Jerusalem Pharisees travel/walk 90 miles from Jerusalem to Capernaum to confront Jesus.  
 
7:2-5 Jesus and the Pharisees can be understood by two main points on which they disagree: 

3. Uncleanliness (7:2, 5, 15, 18, 20, 23): The Pharisees reflect the results of rabbinic reflection 
rather than the Torah/Law itself. In the Hebrew Bible only the priests had to wash their hands 
before entering the tabernacle. (Exodus 30:19; 40:13; Lev 22:1-6). The rabbis and Pharisees 
expanded that to include everyone – more as a measure of cultic ritual than actual hygiene. 

4. Tradition of elders: (7:3; 5; 8; 9; 13) In contrast to the Sadducees for whom the written Torah 
alone was authoritative, the Pharisees accepted the evolving oral law as equally authoritative 
(Josephus Antiquities 13:297). The Pharisees charge that Jesus’ disciples ate with unclean hands 
could not be made on the basis of the Torah but only on the basis of oral tradition.  The Mishnah 
called the oral tradition a fence around the Torah – it added detail to the policies of the Torah to 
deal with evolving societal situations. 

 
The practice of the tradition of the elders tended to shift the center of gravity from the intent of the Torah 
to an increasing array of peripheral matters.  
 
7:6-9 Jesus’ use of the word hypocrite is from the Greek theater definition – someone acting a role 
without sincerity. Jesus refers to Isaiah 29:13 “their teachings are but rules taught by men.” 
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Isaiah 29:13 The Lord said: 
Because these people draw near with their mouths 
    and honor me with their lips, 
    while their hearts are far from me, 
and their worship of me is a human commandment learned by rote; 

 
Jesus and Mark are not saying the Pharisees lack dedication to God. What they are saying is the 
Pharisees are gravely mistaken – their commitment to the oral tradition – and Jesus equal commitment to 
recovering the intent of the written law – is what makes their differences so severe and earnest. 
 
7:8-9 Jesus sets the oral tradition in stark contrast to God’s intent – he declares the tradition of elders 
“your own tradition”  in contrast to the revealed commandments or word of God. 
 
7:10-13 Corban was a practice that resulted in egregious casuistry by annulling a moral commandment of 
the Torah ton honor your father and mother by the ritual practice of the oral tradition (Corban) of setting 
aside assets for the Temple.  
 
7:14-16 Listen occurs nine times in Mark in the context of solemn announcements that emphasize that 
faith and understanding come from hearing. The Jews understood that eating forbidden or defiled food 
contaminated one and that then required ritual cleansing. Jesus reverses the direction of the flow: it is 
actually the inner impurities that defile things outside. Jesus replies to the accusation about eating with 
unwashed hands by saying that “Nothing outside a man can make him unclean by going into him. Rather 
it is what comes from within that makes them unclean. This pronouncement assumes the rabbinic theory 
that interior spaces are more susceptible of defilement. 
 
Jesus applies the theory of vessel defilement to persons as if to say if the inside of a vessel can defile, 
how much more so the inside of a person? Uncleanness and defilement are matters of intention and the 
heart, not violations of cultic rituals and formalities. 
 
7:17-19 Mark commonly places divine revelation in a house removed from the interference and mixed 
motives of crowds.  The disciples are again impervious to the truth. Their failure to understand is not due 
to stupidity, their lack of understanding is due to a false understanding of the parable (7:17).  
 
A parable cannot be understood from the outside but only from entering into it and seeing the reality from 
within. The disciples are like a dog looking at the master finger rather than at where it is pointing. Their 
sight and understanding is dull and lifeless. 
 
The understanding of the “law” that Jesus desires is not related to physical sight or to mental awareness, 
but to the “heart” (7:19). The heart is the center of the human personality, the will, whose separation from 
God is bemoaned by Isaiah 29:13.  “Their heart is far from me”. For the benefit of those who cannot see 
but need to know Jesus explains the imagery. 
 
Mark understands Jesus thereby to declare that all food is clean.  This is a revealing editorial insertion for 
Mark. Early Christian movement debates over food purity, kosher laws, circumcision were prominent in 
the minds of converts. Paul addressed it in 1 Cor 8 and Romans 14-15 two decades earlier. Mark’s 
parenthetical declaration that all foods are clean. (7:19) reveals his understanding on Jesus’ position on 
the issue. The declaration takes precedence over the written Laws (Lev 11; Deut 14) and oral traditions. 
 
In Mark, the teaching of Jesus is supremely authoritative, superseding the Torah itself. Similar to earlier 
pronouncements on the Sabbath (2:27-28) in presuming to render definitive judgement on a matter of 
divine revelation, Jesus assumes the role of God. 
 
7:21-22 Jesus catalogues deep evils of the heart. The first six are evil acts the last six are evil attitudes.  
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7:1-23 are the longest conflict speech in Mark. The length of the section is due to its importance. Mark 
makes clear the essential purpose of the Torah, and hence the foundation of morality is a matter of inner 
purity, motive and intent rather than external compliance to ritual and custom. The controversy cannot be 
interpreted as a case for Christian antinomianism8 but rather for recovery of the true intent of the Torah. 
 
As a result, uncleanliness could no longer be the property of objects but rather a description of the heart 
or a person’s intent. Jesus stands in contrast to the Pharisees and the Essenes – he is the revealer of 
God, for Jesus can produce the inner transformation that the law requires but cannot affect. 
 
7:24-30 The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith 
Going to Tyre and Sidon: Why does Jesus leave to be among the Gentiles? 3 clues: Jesus desires 
secrecy (7:24, 33, 36; 8:9-10); the leaving occurs right after then conflict with the Pharisees; in 6:16 
Herod Antipas considered Jesus to be JohnBap come back to life. So it is possible Jesus left Galilee to 
escape the harassment of the Pharisees, avoid Herod’s grasp, and attain some privacy and rest. 
Additionally on this trip Jesus does not teach in the Gentile region. He does mighty works of exorcism 
(5:1-20; 7:24-30), healing (7:31-37), and feeding the hungry (8:1-10) but he does not teach or evangelize. 
 
Two threads to consider: Jesus puts the mission to Israel before the mission to the Gentiles, but the 
Gentiles seem to respond more favorably than the Jews in Galilee. 
 
The contrast between the previous story about Jesus and the Pharisees stands in stark contrast to the 
story of Jesus with the Syrophoenician woman. The Jewish men were concerned with the law – the 
woman who is without the law shows that she can find Jesus and understand him within his parable and 
gain salvation. 
 
7:24 Tyre is in present day Lebanon. West and north of Galilee. It has a long history of antagonism with 
Israel: 
 
Tyre was previously part of Phoenicia and the home of Jezebel; during the Maccabean revolt they sided 
with the Seleucids against the Jews; and Josephus called them the notorious and bitter enemies of Israel. 
Tyre probably represented the most extreme expression of paganism both actually and symbolically that 
a Jew could expect to encounter. 
 
In receiving the Syrophoenician Woman Jesus expands the scope of his ministry beyond anything 
conceivable of the Messiah – he universalizes the concept of Messiah in terms of geography, ethnicity, 
gender and religion in a way unprecedented in Judaism. 
 
7:25-26 The woman finds Jesus in the house and falls at his feet begging Jesus to heal her demon 
possessed daughter. She is similar and different than Jairus, who also fell at Jesus feet and asked for his 
help with his dying daughter. For all of their difference, both suppliants, Jew, and Gentile, find fulfillment in 
Jesus for Jesus sees both human status but human need. 
 
Of all the people who approach Jesus in Mark, this woman has the most against her from a Jewish 
perspective. 7:26 she is a woman, a Greek Gentile, from the infamous pagan region of Syrian Phoenicia. 

 
8 Antinomianism, (Greek anti, “against”; nomos, “law”), doctrine according to which Christians are freed by grace from the necessity 
of obeying the Mosaic Law. The antinomians rejected the very notion of obedience as legalistic; to them the good life flowed from 
the inner working of the Holy Spirit. In this circumstance they appealed not only to Martin Luther but also to Paul and Augustine. 
The ideas of antinomianism had been present in the early church, and some Gnostic heretics believed that freedom from law meant 
freedom for license. The doctrine of antinomianism, however, grew out of the Protestant controversies on the law and the gospel 
and was first attributed to Luther’s collaborator, Johann Agricola. It also appeared in the Reformed branch of Protestantism. The left-
wing Anabaptists were accused of antinomianism, both for theological reasons and also because they opposed the cooperation of 
church and state, which was considered necessary for law and order. For similar reasons, in the 17th century, Separatists, 
Familists, Ranters, and Independents in England were called antinomians by the established churches. In New England, Anne 
Hutchinson was accused of the doctrine when she said that the churches were preaching “the covenant of works.” The Evangelical 
movement at the end of the 18th century produced its own antinomians who claimed an inner experience and a “new life,” which 
they considered the true source of good works. Source: Britannica 
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She does not apologize of cower. Her only cover letter is her desperate need. Despite such obstacles the 
woman’s heart (looking back to 7:19) is true. 
 
7:27-28 The core of the story is a battle of wits between Jesus and the woman. Jesus hears the woman’s 
plea and  responds to her with a brief parable:  
 

7:26-28 She begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. 27 He said to her, “Let the 
children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 28 But 
she answered him, “Sir,[h] even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”  

 
The reference to the woman as a dog rank as one of the most offensive things Jesus is recorded to have 
said. How are we to understand it? Dog is a pejorative term in the ancient world. In the rabbinic tradition it 
is a despicable and miserable creature. 
 
Why did Mark have Jesus refer to the woman with this term? 

1. If Mark’s purpose is to juxtapose this story to the previous story about the Pharisees it is to show 
that are neither defiled objects or persons, then it would clearly defeat his purpose if Jesus 
regarded this woman as an unclean dog; 

2. The Greek word for dog is the one for a diminutive dog which is kept in the house, not a street 
dog; 

3. The dog reference signifies a traditional distinction between the Jews and the Gentiles that is 
important to the story. Jews at the time considered themselves children of God. The issue at 
stake is whether Jesus is sent to the children of God, only, or also to the dogs (Gentiles).  

 
The woman replies to Jesus within his parable: she maintains the distinction between children and dogs 
with one slight change. Jesus refers to Israel as teknon (biological children) and the woman refers to 
Israel as paidion, which is a more inclusive term including children and servants in a household. The 
change in terminology suggest that the woman understands the mercies of God to extend beyond ethnic 
Israel.  
 
The basic issue is what is the relation between the Gentile and Jewish claim on God’s mercies. Jesus 
does not deny the woman’s request he simply sets a priority for Israel over the Gentiles, but not to the 
exclusion of the Gentiles. 
 

7:28 But she answered him, “Sir,[h] even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 
 

This reply shows the woman’s understanding and acceptance of Israel’s privilege. She appears to 
understand Jesus as Israel’s Messiah better than Israel does. She has trust in the sufficiency and surplus  
of Jesus, his provision for the disciples and Israel will be abundant enough for a person such as herself. 
The Feeding of the 5,000 (6:42) and the 4,000 (8:1-10) are the demonstrations of this abundance. 
 
“Eat all they want” is a word that bridges Jesus feeding of Jews (Feeding of the 5,000 (6:42)) and 
subsequent feeding of Gentiles (4,000 (8:1-10)). When dogs eat crumbs under the table, they do not rob 
the children of their food, they simply eat what is theirs from the surplus of the children’s food. 
 

7:29 Then he said to her, “For saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.” 30 
So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone. 

 
The believing woman submits her case to Jesus. And what irony! Jesus has tried desperately to teach his 
disciples and followers using parables and they don’t get them. Jesus speaks to a Gentile, Greek foreign 
woman and after one sentence she understands his mission and receives his unambiguous 
commendation. How is that possible? 
 
The answer is that the woman is the first person in the Gospel of Mark to hear and understand a parable 
of Jesus. The brief parable of the children and the dogs at the table has disclosed to her the mystery of 
the kingdom of God. She is not distant and aloof, attempting to maintain her position and control. She 
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does what Jesus commands of those who would receive the kingdom and experience the word of God: 
she enters the parable and allows herself to be claimed by it. 
 
She answers Jesus from within the parable. In the terms in which Jesus has addressed her and indicates 
that she is the first person in the Gospel to hear the word of Jesus to her. 
 
The woman is a female Jacob. She has struggled with God and listened.  
 
The significance of the story of Jesus and the Syrophoenician Woman is of great theological significance 
to Mark. This Gentile woman is not offered a separate revelation of God, or righteousness apart from 
Israel. She fully accepts the authenticity and uniqueness of God’s revelation to Israel. So fully does she 
appreciate the revelation that she trusts its superabundance to spill over and include her people and 
others like her. This reminded Mark’s readers, as it does us today, that salvation is offered to the world, 
both to Jews and to estranged Gentiles like this woman, through Jesus who fulfills God’s revelation to 
Israel. 
 
7:31-37 Jesus Cures a Deaf Man 
This story has no counterpart in the other Gospels. The clamor of the crowds on Jesus second visit to 
Decapolis contrast to the ingratitude he suffered in his first visit (5:17) It is possible that Jesus fame has 
grown because the demoniac has become Jesus’ first Gentile missionary and has been successful. 
 
Jesus journey deep into Gentile territory bring the non-Jewish people into his ministry. 
 
 7:32 Is told in the present tense and may reflect an eyewitness account.  
 
The allusion to Isaiah 35:5-6 is of supreme significance to Mark’s presentation of Jesus, not only because 
the restoration of speech signals the eschatological arrival of the Day of the Lord but also because the 
desert wastelands of Lebanon (Isa 35:2) will receive the joy of God. Salvation comes to the Gentile world 
in Jesus, who is God’s eschatological redeemer from Zion.  
 
7:33-34 Removing the man from the crowd Jesus signifies that the man is not just a problem but also a 
unique individual. In touching the man Jesus repeats his radical identification with the needy, and ritually 
unclean people. The physical contact is an expression of Jesus compassion. Love seeks intimacy, and 
the touch of Jesus is  a tangible prelude of the fellowship believers experience with him through faith. 
 
The word “Ephphatha”, uttered after a deep sigh, for which Mark offers a Greek translation “Be open” 
apparently derives from Peter’s witness of the healing. 
 
This is the only instance of Jesus commanding Gentiles to keep silent. Jesus’ reception by the Gentiles 
has been favorable and in the case of the woman even faithful, but the command to silence indicates the 
problems inherent in understanding and faith are no different for Gentiles than Jews. It is a reminder by 
Jesus that knowledge of Jesus by his wonders alone is an inadequate knowledge. Adequate knowledge 
of Jesus, and hence the proclamation about him, must wait until the revelation of the ultimate mystery that 
can only come from suffering and the cross (15:39). 
 
William L. Lane, The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, The Gospel of Mark Notes 
7:1-23 The Tradition of Elders 
Overall, Jesus is unconcerned with ritual purity/defilement: Leper (1:41); Woman with blood flow (5:27-
30). Mark is careful to delineate terms for his Gentile readers (7:2-4, 11) highlights the importance of the 
issue to the early Church (7:19-23). 
 
7:1-2 Jesus’ teaching is fundamentally different from the Pharisees on common piety. They have accused 
him of demonic possession (3:22-30). Now they argue over the oral tradition which sought to control 
nearly all aspects of Jewish life.  
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7:2-4 Mark defines defilement. The issue is that the Law applies ritual purity to priests serving in the 
Temple, and the Pharisees and rabbis expand it to apply to all Jews. Thus most normal Jews were 
always in a state of ritual defilement. 
 
7:5 It is Jesus’ failure to support the validity of the Oral Tradition/Law that made him the object of 
concerted attack by the scribes. The question posed is a challenge to Jesus himself and he responds 
without mentioning the disciples.  
 
7:6-8 Jesus gives a twofold answer: 
Isaiah 29:13 “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites.” 
The oral tradition rests upon the Law, the written tradition. So the concern to sanctify all life, the basis for 
priestly ritual purity for all, is based on the commandment above all others to love God with your whole 
heart. 
 

Deut 6:4-5 4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.[a] 5 Love the Lord your God with 
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. 
 
Mark 12:28-34 28 One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and 
seeing that he answered them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” 29 
Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 30 you shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all 
your strength.’ 31 The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other 
commandment greater than these.” 32 Then the scribe said to him, “You are right, Teacher; you 
have truly said that ‘he is one, and besides him there is no other’; 33 and ‘to love him with all the 
heart, and with all the understanding, and with all the strength,’ and ‘to love one’s neighbor as 
oneself,’—this is much more important than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 34 When 
Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” 
After that no one dared to ask him any question. 

 
The formal piety of the Pharisees is a lie because they had not surrendered themselves to God.  
 
7:9 Jesus’ counter charge is that the Scribes and Pharisees have abandoned the commandment to love 
God in their zeal to observe the oral tradition – and he replaces the traditions of the Elders with the 
tradition of men. 
 
7:10-12 Jesus is referring to the tradition of promising assets to the Temple and thereby denying them to 
others – in this case parents.  
 
7:14-23 True Defilement9 
7:14-15 Essential to a biblical consideration of defilement and cleansing is the question of the source of 
the defilement. Jesus now reveals that it is a deeper issue. 
 

7:14 Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 
15 there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are 
what defile.”[f] 

 
This is the prophetic call to hearing. It announces the revelation of God’s word. Jesus sets in radical 
opposition material and moral purity. “15 there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but 
the things that come out are what defile.”” Jesus ties this insight into the Biblical view that the heart is the 
source of moral and spiritual conduct. 

 
9 Defile: Definition of defile (Entry 1 of 3) transitive verb: to make unclean or impure: such as a : to corrupt the purity or perfection of : 
DEBASE; b : to violate the chastity or virginity of : DEFLOWER; c : to make physically unclean especially with something unpleasant 
or contaminating; d : to violate the sanctity of : DESECRATE defile a sanctuary; e : SULLY, DISHONOR defile his reputation. 
Source Merriam-Webster 
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7:17-23 17 When he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about the 
parable. 18 He said to them, “Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see that whatever 
goes into a person from outside cannot defile, 19 since it enters, not the heart but the stomach, 
and goes out into the sewer?” (Thus he declared all foods clean.) 20 And he said, “It is what 
comes out of a person that defiles. 21 For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil 
intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, 22 adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, 
licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. 23 All these evil things come from within, and they 
defile a person.” 

 
Mark goes on to spell out the implications to the early church 7:19 (Thus he declared all foods clean.). 
 
Jesus is not cancelling the Mosaic laws on purification – he is attacking the delusion that sinful men can 
attain true purity before God through scrupulous observance of cultic purity which is powerless to cleanse 
the defilement of the heart. 
 
The disciples lack of understanding indicates that in spite of their privileged relationship to Jesus they are 
not fundamentally different from the crowd. This is tied to their hardness of heart. 
 
The new element in Jesus’ interpretation is a specific reference to “the heart”. Jesus makes explicit that: 
Food and heart have nothing to do with each other; and, the source of the defilement is the heart, what is 
already inside a person. Jesus respects the Mosaic law and does not denigrate others loyalty/faith in it. 
What he is saying is that the ultimate source of purity or defilement before God is the human themselves, 
their heart. The source of true defilement s the human heart and the tragedy of man’s having to sin 
reaches its demonic fulfilment in men wanting to sin. There is no heart in which radical evil has failed to 
take root. 
 
Jesus places the question of defilement and purity on a fundamentally different plane than that 
presupposed by the Scribes and Pharisees. By this interpretation Jesus does not alleviate the demand for 
purity but sharpens it.  
 
The capacity for fellowship with God is not destroyed by material uncleanliness of food or hands. It is 
destroyed by personal sin. This is a fundamental biblical insight by which the older  ritual concept of purity 
is transcended. 
 
7:24-30 The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith 
Placing this scene in Tyre demonstrates Jesus’ disregard for scribal concept of defilement. It is possible 
that Mark viewed the story as a symbol and prophecy of the gospel which can be proclaimed in the 
Gentile world.  
 
This is Jesus’ only trip beyond the borders of Israel. He is there to escape notice and fame of his power 
over the demoniac precedes him. Mark’s reference to the house serves two purposes: missionaries need 
rest; and the people who seek Jesus out at the house are presented sympathetically. 
 
7:25-26 The woman who approaches Jesus is gentile and Phoenician by birth in the province 
administered within Syria.  She is a member of the Hellenized citizen class who has had no previous 
contact with Jesus. She has heard of his ability to cast out demons and her own daughter is demon 
possessed. Her prostration at Jesus’ feet is a mark of deep respect as well as profound grief. 
 
7:27-28 Jesus refuses her first ask by comparing the children and the dogs of the household to Jews and 
Gentiles. The Jews are the children of God in the Hebrew Bible and Jesus is acknowledging their priority 
over others in terms of divine intervention. Jesus is saying that his ministry is first to Israel and the time 
has not yet come to extend the blessings to Gentiles. 
 
Jesus’ statement and the woman’s reply depend on the nuance of the type of dog Jesus is mentioning. 
“Little dogs”, the term Jesus uses, refers to house dogs that can be found under a table at mealtimes. Not 
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street dogs or scavengers. It would be inappropriate to allow the dogs, of any kind, to interrupt the meal 
and carry off the children’s dinner.  
 
Jesus apparent refusal to help in a situation of clear need conveys an impression of harshness and 
insensitivity. It may also be because he believes the woman may think he practices magic to heal people. 
The power of God is released not through superstition and magic but in response to faith. Jesus therefore 
put before the woman an enigmatic statement to test her faith. The irony of the comparison is intended to 
renew appeal. 
 

7:27-28 27 He said to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food 
and throw it to the dogs.” 28 But she answered him, “Sir,[h] even the dogs under the table eat the 
children’s crumbs.” 

 
The woman clearly understood Jesus’ argument and test. She does not hesitate or take offense.  She 
neatly takes Jesus’ argument/parable and turns it to her advantage. 7:28 “Sir,[h] even the dogs under the 
table eat the children’s crumbs.” 
 
Jesus responds immediately: 
 

7:29-30 29 Then he said to her, “For saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.” 
30 So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone. 

 
Jesus responds to the woman’s understanding of his parable, demonstrates her simple trust in his power 
to confront demons, and places herself unconditionally under his lordship. There is no visible sign of 
healing, no words spoken, or action taken. She is simply told to go home; her daughter has been freed of 
the demonic possession. 
 
7:31-37 Jesus Cures a Deaf Man 
This even occurs only in Mark. The purpose of the story in the Markan outline is that it serves to bring the 
first cycle of tradition to a close on a doxological10 note. The focus on the entire account is on the 
confession that Jesus does all things well. 
 
7:31-32 Not clear if Jesus is in Jewish or Gentile territory. The deaf and mute man brought to Jesus is 
someone who had been able to speak and hear and lost it later in life as a result of disease or injury. 
 
Mark may be referencing Isaiah 35:5 
  

Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, 
    and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 
6 then the lame shall leap like a deer, 
    and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. 
For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, 
    and streams in the desert;  

 
The fulfillment of this prophecy in Isaiah is expected in the Days of the Messiah. Mark is saying the 
promised intervention by God took place through the ministry of Jesus. 
 
7:33-35 Jesus regards a personal relationship between himself and the sick to be important. By touching 
and using spittle Jesus enters the mental world of this man and gains his confidence. Jesus’ prayer with 
him, for him and expressed strong emotion about the effects of demons on the man’s life. The act of 
healing is accomplished with the word of liberation addressed to the whole person: “Be open”. 
 

 
10 Doxology: a usually liturgical expression of praise to God. Source: Merriam-Webster 
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7:36-37  36 Then Jesus[i] ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them, the more 
zealously they proclaimed it. 37 They were astounded beyond measure, saying, “He has done 
everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.” 

 
7:36-37 Jesus’ injunction for silence is immediately disregarded. The crowd’s response of faith recognizes 
that the works of Jesus represented the promised intervention by God. 
 
Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science 
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels Notes 
7:1-23 The Tradition of Elders 
Jesus declares that nothing a person eats can defile them amounts to a rejection of the Jewish kosher 
laws and oral traditions. Jesus’ private explanation to his disciples makes clear that he distinguishes 
between the stomach and the heart. The body may produce unpleasant things, it is the heart where sin 
resides.  
 
Jesus is also redefining the boundaries set by the Pharisees over who is in and out as Jews. Failure to 
follow the purity laws raised questions about whether the Jewish followers of Jesus were loyal to the God 
of Israel. Jesus seems to be saying that for his followers there are new rules and these old rules do not 
matter. 
 
7:24-30 The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith 
Jesus does not want his presence known in Tyre and Sidon. He enters an Israeli home in a Gentile 
province. His presence becomes known and a Gentile woman arrives to confront him. 
 
The woman proves she understands Jesus’ teaching and has faith that he can and will help her.  
 
Levine and Brettler, The Jewish Annotated New Testament, (NRSV) 
Notes 
 
7:1-23 The Tradition of Elders 
 
7:19 “declared all foods clean” The first issue, eating with unclean hands, is now expanded to 
commentary on what is kosher and whether to keep the kosher laws. It is possible that the declaration 
reflects Mark’s understanding of Jesus’ saying (also found in Romans 14:2011) but this is unlikely.  
 
The controversy over Torah among Jesus’ early followers would not have been as intense if it had been 
known that Jesus had nullified kosher laws. Rather, the saying may reflect an older Jewish apocalyptic 
tradition concerning the elimination of impurity at the end time (Zechariah 14:20). 
 
Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man Notes 
7:1-23 The Tradition of Elders 
The episode resumes Mark’s polemic against the Pharisee movement started in 2:15. He moves forward 
on three levels: 
7:1-5 Brief explanation of the Pharisee practices on ritual washing; 
7:6-13 Jesus challenges not the purity code itself but the Pharisee oral tradition 
7:14-23 Jesus returns to the original question and renounces the kosher requirements of the purity code 
 
In reality a strict practice of ritual purity was probably only kept by the priestly class and the Pharisees.  
 
The core of Jesus argument is 7:19. The true “site” of purity/impurity is not the body but the heart. 
 

 
11 Romans 14:20 “Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God. Everything is indeed clean, but it is wrong for you to make 
others fall by what you eat;” 
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Jesus is also launching an attack on the Pharisees authority  and the oral tradition.  Jesus cites Isaiah 
29:13 which repudiates “human precepts” and reiterates that the Pharisees are alienated from God’s 
justice in their hearts. Jesus uses the “Korban” as a human precept that overturns God’s law to honor 
your parents. 
 
In addition, Jesus links local Pharisees with the Temple authorities in Jerusalem. 
 
Mark is signaling his understanding of Jesus’ opposition to the systems that divide people and make 
some insiders and others outsider, clean and unclean. Mark offers the controversial worldview of 
including and protecting the weakest members of society.  
 
N.T. (Tom) Wright, Mark for Everyone Notes 
7:1-23 The Tradition of Elders 
One of the difficulties with Mark 7 is that unless you are inside the Jewish world of the 1st Century CE you 
may not get the point. Mark tries to give readers enough background to understand. 
 
The debate between Jesus and the Pharisees is between two different understandings of what made a 
good Jew. The Pharisees claim it is upholding the Law and the Oral Tradition, maintaining ritual purity 
and being scrupulous in controlling who you associate with. Jesus claims that all of that is being done for 
the wrong reason is being swept away. 
 
Jesus charges that the Pharisees and the legal experts, the scribes, by teaching as fundamental law 
which is in fact human custom rather than divine revelation, they are guilty of hypocritical play acting. 
They are claiming to be teachers of God’s truth and law, but in fact they are only promoting human 
tradition. 
 
The wider question for Jesus and the Pharisees is who speaks for God today? Who is offering a way of 
life which honors the God who spoke through scripture? Jesus claims he does and that the Pharisees 
have built up two centuries of political and religious rules that do not. Jesus’ kingdom movement is a 
direct attack on the Pharisees – if the kingdom was indeed coming in the work he is doing, by healing, 
feasting with outcasts, rolling back the kingdom of darkness, then the way that the Pharisees and their 
tradition had been building for generations was overruled. 
 
The purity debate between Jesus and the Pharisees gets down to what causes impurity – food or external 
practices, or what is in your heart? Jesus’ gospel message is the deeper challenge is to address the 
human heart.  
 
Note: Jesus is not saying that the material world does not matter and only the spiritual world, or the 
internal world of the heart matters. He is saying that good and bad external and physical actions come 
from internal and spiritual sources and that poisoned wells of human motivation are the real problem. 
 
Mark is clearly saying that Jesus offers a cure for the problems of the heart, for the springs of motivations 
that result in evil thoughts and deeds. 
 
Mark’s side comment 7:19 (Thus he declared all foods clean.) Is his statement to his own community. 
There had been 40 years of controversy of Jewish Kosher and purity rules in the Christian movement 
(See Paul and the Book of Acts), and Mark has Jesus coming down firmly on putting them aside. 
 
Is Jesus setting aside scripture? Yes and No. Yes, the Bible says don’t eat pork and Jesus is saying that 
doesn’t apply anymore. No Jesus’ basic point is that purity laws, including food laws, don’t actually touch 
the real human problem and that is what the kingdom of God addresses.  
 
7:24-30 The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith 
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Very odd exchange between Jesus and the gentile woman. The tone of voice throughout, thought urgent 
and on the woman’s part desperate, is nevertheless somewhat a teasing banter. (They are joisting at 
each other.) 
 
She accepts the apparent insult regarding Gentiles being dogs. She does not challenge him on the 
characterization or priority of the Jews ahead of the Gentiles. But she says, surely out of a sense of 
abundance, that what falls on the floor should be available to the dogs.  
 
At this point in Mark and the Jesus movement the question is one of focus. Jesus is focused on the Jews. 
His message can spread to Gentiles later. He is not denying that the Gentiles have a claim on the love 
and mercy of the one true God. But he is focused on the Jews. Because of the woman’s tenacity and 
understanding Jesus relents and grants her desire to have her gentile, demon infested daughter purified. 
 
7:31-37 Jesus Cures a Deaf Man 
As this chapter 6-7 have shown Jesus is on the national security radar of the Jerusalem authorities 
(Scribes and Pharisees) and the political-civil authorities (Herod Antipas.) Rumors about Jesus are 
everywhere, and he is driving his mission of the Kingdom of God forward. The more healings and 
exorcisms he does, the more attention he draws to himself, and the greater the danger is for him. But that 
is balanced against the overwhelming need for healing in the world. 
 

7:37 They were astounded beyond measure, saying, “He has done everything well; he even 
makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.” 

 
Mark is reminding us of the crowd’s awareness of the significance of these healings. Jesus Jewish 
audiences would have heard Isaiah 35:5-6 in these stories about Jesus. Some might have thought it was 
just possible that this was God’s loving kindness breaking into the world.  
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