John 1:1
Matthew 15:2



 is the preposition DIA plus the accusative of cause from the neuter singular interrogative pronoun TIS, meaning “Because of what?” or simply “Why?”  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun MATHĒTĒS with the possessive genitive from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “Your disciples.”  Next we have the third person plural present active indicative of the verb PARABAINW, which means “to break.”


The present tense is durative or retroactive, progressive present, describing an action that began in the past and continues in the present.  It can be translated “keep on breaking.”


The active voice indicates that the disciples produce the action.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular article and noun PARADOSIS, which means “the tradition.”
  With this we have the possessive genitive of genitive of identity from the masculine plural article and adjective PRESBUTEROS, meaning “of the elders.”

“‘Why do Your disciples keep on breaking the tradition of the elders?”
 is the explanatory use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, meaning “For” plus the negative adverb OU, meaning “not” plus the third person plural present middle indicative of the verb NIPTW, which means “to wash.”


The present tense is a customary present, describing what typically or normally occurs.


The middle voice is a dynamic (or indirect) middle, which emphasizes the personal responsibility of the subject in producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Next we have the accusative direct object from the feminine plural article, used as a possessive pronoun, and the noun CHEIR, meaning “their hands.”  The word AUTOS in brackets is a 5th century A.D. scribal addition for those reading the Greek who might not recognize the use of the article in a possessive sense, when it is so obvious that it is not written.  Therefore, the scribe ‘helped’ his readers by adding the word for clarity.  This was very typical of later scribes.

“For they do not wash their hands,”
 is the temporal conjunction HOTAN, meaning “when,” followed by the accusative direct object from the masculine singular noun ARTOS, meaning “bread, food.”  Finally, we have the third person plural present active subjunctive of the verb ESTHIW, which means “to eat: they eat.”


The present tense is a customary present, describing what typically or normally occurs.


The active voice indicates that the disciples are producing the action.


The subjunctive mood is a temporal subjunctive, which is used in temporal clauses beginning with temporal conjunctions such as HOTAN.

“when they eat food.’”
Mt 15:2 corrected translation
“‘Why do Your disciples keep on breaking the tradition of the elders?  For they do not wash their hands, when they eat food.’”
Mk 7:1-5, “And the Pharisees and some of the scribes gathered together to Him, after coming from Jerusalem.  And after seeing that some of His disciples were eating their bread with impure hands, that is, unwashed, (For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands with the fist, holding fast to the tradition of the elders; and from the market place they do not eat unless they wash themselves; and there are many other things which they have received in order to hold fast to: the washing of cups and of pitchers and of copper pots.) then the Pharisees and the scribes asked Him, ‘Why do Your disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat their bread with impure hands?’”
Explanation:
1.  “‘Why do Your disciples keep on breaking the tradition of the elders?”

a.  Pharisees and scribes ask their accusatory question of Jesus, which isn’t really directed at the action of the disciples, but at the permissive attitude of Jesus in allowing them to break the tradition of the elders.  The attack is really against Jesus; the disciples are only the conduit for that attack.


b.  The present tense of the verb ‘to break’ indicates a repeated action that began in the past and has continued into the present.  This is a habitual, recurring action rather than a one time event.


c.  The tradition of the elders indicates that this is not a part of the Mosaic Law or the word of God, but one of the many manmade ‘traditions’ started by the forefathers of the Pharisees and scribes, which has been passed on in the past couple of hundred years.  This tradition is not 1500 years old, but only a couple of hundred years old, being made up by the ‘elders’ as additional instructions supposedly given by Moses, but never written down.  Calling it a ‘tradition’ is a misnomer and outright stretch of the truth.


d.  These ‘elders’ are claimed to be the Rabbis of the past, who passed the oral traditions of Judaism from one generation to the next for 1500 years, maintaining these traditions throughout the days of the Judges, the terrible times of apostasy and bad kings of Israel, the Babylonian captivity, the Hellenistic period of domination, and the Roman period of domination without change or influence by any of these things during all those years.

2.  “For they do not wash their hands, when they eat food.’”

a.  The Pharisees and scribes then state the reason or explanation of what the disciples are doing that is so wrong.  They rightly claim that the disciples do not wash their hands before they eat food.  This is not a thorough washing with soap and water as we do today, but a ceremonial washing that has little to do with actual cleanliness.


b.  This ceremonial washing was insisted upon by the strict rules and tradition of the Pharisees and scribes, who wanted to demonstrate before others their superior ‘cleanliness’ in all things as a part of their visible ‘holiness’ before others.  They are indirectly criticizing Jesus for not demanding that His disciples maintain the appearance of holiness and sanctification as the leaders of Israel do.  And the implication is that since Jesus doesn’t insist on this behavior from His disciples, then Jesus and His disciples are unclean, impure, defiled, and have little real holiness.


c.  This is an indirect satanic attack on the impeccability of the Lord Jesus Christ.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Their accusation about ‘washing hands’ had nothing to do with cleanliness. They were referring to the ceremonial washings of the rigidly orthodox Jews.  Where did these traditions come from?  They were handed down from the teachers of previous generations.  These traditions were originally the ‘oral law’ which (the rabbis said) Moses gave to the elders, and they passed down to the nation.  This oral law was finally written down and became the Mishnah.  Unfortunately, the Mishnah became more important and more authoritative than the original Law of Moses.”


b.  “This tradition (Rabbinic, not Mosaic) was an elaborate washing ritual involving not only one’s hands but also cups, pitchers, and kettles.”


c.  “The Pharisaic religious rituals included elaborate purification rites for all things. The crowd Jesus fed could obviously not have complied with this ceremonial washing in a desert place, so this may well have been the ‘inspiration’ for the Pharisaic attack.  A prophet Who had proved as no other had that He is a prophet like Moses, was being criticized by a Mishnah tractate which itself is a manmade attempt to keep the law of Moses.  This ritual for washing hands started with any obvious dirt being washed off.  When a Jew’s hands were clean he then could then initiate the ritual washing which was done by pouring a specified amount of clean water from a clean water scoop over the upraised fingers and allowing the now ‘polluted’ water from the fingers to run down the hands and drip off at the wrist.  The Jewish term for this is ‘the lifting of the hands’; when the water had dripped off at the wrist the whole hand was regarded as clean, each hand was then rubbed dry with the fist.  If the water remained short of the wrist the hand was still unclean.  Cleansing after visiting the market involved a complete bath—one had to be immersed!  The term ‘the elders’ is intriguing, for it alludes to a remarkable circumstance.  The ceremonial purification rites in question were fixed shortly before our Lord’s time by Hillel and Shammai, the two great rival Jewish teachers, both of whom are designated ‘the Elder’ in rabbinic writings.  Ceremonial purification is one of the few things they ever agreed on, so it was particularly significant to the Jewish nation.  Their agreed decree was not universally observed until enacted by their two colleges after their deaths, so this decree finally came into force in the very days of Christ.  The charge chosen was not a scriptural one, but rather the breaking of a recent man-instituted tradition,”


d.  “The Old Testament required a ritual washing of hands in certain religious situations (e.g. Ex 30:18ff.; Dt 21:6), but the regular washing before meals described by Mk 7:3–4 seems to have been introduced only shortly before the time of Jesus.”


e.  “To wash their hands before they eat was not simply a question of hygiene but of religious duty. The OT law made no such rule, except for priests going about their religious duty.  The Pharisaic tradition, however, had extended the principle to daily life, and Jesus, as a religious teacher, was expected to enforce ritual purity among His disciples.”


f.  “The Pharisees and scribes come right to the point with a question about the tradition of the elders, though they do not complain about Jesus’ attitude to the tradition but about the practice of His disciples.  This implies an accusation against Jesus; for it was He who taught [permitted] His followers to do these things.  Indeed, the scribes would probably have regarded teaching people to disregard the tradition as much more serious than an occasional breach oneself.  Teaching people to act contrary to the tradition meant a systematic and thought-out practice.  It meant breaking the tradition as a matter of principle, not as a thoughtless aberration in a moment of weakness.  Therefore to speak of the practice of the disciples implied a serious accusation against their Master.  The tradition of the elders was a body of teaching handed down from the religious leaders of the past.  In origin the tradition was praiseworthy and useful, but through the years, with the contributions of many teachers, some with less insight than others, it had come to amount to a very burdensome body of doctrine.  Its huge volume meant that by New Testament times even to know what it comprised was a difficult chore, while to obey all its multitudinous regulations was too big a task for most people. The Pharisees and their adherents were distinctive in their regard for and their attempt to put into practice this vast body of tradition, and for them it was unthinkable that a religious teacher should take the traditions lightly.  They could not understand why Jesus should allow His disciples to break any of the traditions.  That amounted to being irreligious, and for a religious teacher that was a contradiction in terms.  Washing of hands before eating was not a matter of personal hygiene but of the removal of ceremonial defilement.  The Pharisees discerned a great number of ‘unclean’ things that one might encounter in the ordinary course of life and that might easily be touched with the hands.  The contact made the hands unclean, and if unclean hands touched food, that, too, became unclean.  When it was eaten the whole person was made unclean.  To avoid such a dreadful happening the strict upholders of the traditions had evolved a ritual washing that removed defilement, and they practiced it scrupulously before eating.  Scriptural justification for the practice was somehow derived from Lev 15:13.  Defilement could be removed only by running water (hence the pouring).”


g.  “What the disciples were doing they were doing as disciples of Jesus, thus involving Him in the most serious way.  Some individual transgression might be disregarded, but to teach transgression as a matter of principle was a different [far more serious] thing.”
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