Truly Clean (Mark 7:1 - 30)

Preached by Pastor John Ting to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 31 March-1 April 2001.

7:1 The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem gathered around Jesus and 

2 saw some of his disciples eating food with hands that were "unclean," that is, unwashed. 

3 (The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders. 

4 When they come from the marketplace they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles.) 

5 So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, "Why don't your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with `unclean' hands?" 

6 He replied, "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. 

7 They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.'

8 You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men." 

9 And he said to them: "You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own traditions! 

10 For Moses said, `Honor your father and your mother,' and, `Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.'

11 But you say that if a man says to his father or mother: `Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is Corban' (that is, a gift devoted to God), 

12 then you no longer let him do anything for his father or mother. 

13 Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you do many things like that." 

14 Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, "Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. 

15 Nothing outside a man can make him `unclean' by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of a man that makes him `unclean.'" 

17 After he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about this parable. 

18 "Are you so dull?" he asked. "Don't you see that nothing that enters a man from the outside can make him `unclean'? 

19 For it doesn't go into his heart but into his stomach, and then out of his body." (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods "clean.") 

20 He went on: "What comes out of a man is what makes him `unclean.' 

21 For from within, out of men's hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 

22 greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. 

23 All these evils come from inside and make a man `unclean.'" 

24 Jesus left that place and went to the vicinity of Tyre. He entered a house and did not want anyone to know it; yet he could not keep his presence secret. 

25 In fact, as soon as she heard about him, a woman whose little daughter was possessed by an evil spirit came and fell at his feet. 

26 The woman was a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia. She begged Jesus to drive the demon out of her daughter. 

27 "First let the children eat all they want," he told her, "for it is not right to take the children's bread and toss it to their dogs." 

28 "Yes, Lord," she replied, "but even the dogs under the table eat the children's crumbs."

29 Then he told her, "For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter." 

30 She went home and found her child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.
Reports about the going-ons of Jesus had been causing increasing concern amongst the Jerusalem hierarchy. On the one hand he was attracting larger and larger crowds. On the other hand there was increasing evidence that the man was a false teacher or even worse. "He is possessed by Beelzebub. By the prince of demons he is driving out demons ." The situation had become sufficiently serious to warrant their sending an official delegation of theologians & lay leaders to Galilee to investigate this Jesus and his teaching.

What they witnessed when they reached Galilee only served to strengthen their concerns and views about Jesus. Here were his disciples eating food with ceremonially unwashed hands & yet Jesus, their teacher, obviously approved of or at least condoned their omission, for he did nothing about it. Had it been a lesser matter, the delegation might have let it pass. But this was no lesser matter. This was something big. This was about eating without first ceremonially washing hands! And they simply could not let it pass! (7.5), "So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, 'Why don't your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with 'unclean' hands?'"

How did the Lord Jesus respond to this barely veiled threat? 

First he confronted the Jerusalem delegation of theologians and lay leaders, then he addressed the crowd, and finally he taught his disciples. Jesus' reply to the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law did not seem to directly answer their question concerning ceremonial washing. However, in attacking them for nullifying the Word of God through observing their man-made traditions, Jesus was actually attacking the very basis of the wrong approach which lies behind their question. He was targeting their root problem.  

Ceremonial or ritual purity was a fundamental non-negotiable way of life for the good Jew. The whole of the Old Testament book of Leviticus, for example, is about the importance of being ceremonially clean. Jews who wanted to stay ceremonially clean & therefore be able to take part in worship & in social activities, had to be careful about whom they came into contact with, what they ate & touched & also about their own bodily condition. In the Old Testament, the formal washing of hands before eating was something that only priests had to do. But by the time of Jesus keen Jews, especially the Pharisees, had taken this practice as a requirement for themselves & for others. So to them, if Jesus were any kind of true religious teacher he would require his disciples to observe ceremonial washing. If he ignored this tradition of the elders, he should not be taken seriously as a religious teacher.

The 'tradition of the elders' was a large collection of rules and regulations established and accumulated over many years by teachers of the Law. Their good intention was to make the Law of God relevant and applicable to every area of life. They tried to do this by setting out detailed specific practical instructions which applied the Law to daily living. Take, for example, the commandment to rest on the Sabbath. But what did this commandment involve in practical terms? How could one know whether this particular activity or that particular activity was rest or not? Was it alright to cook on the Sabbath? But wasn't cooking work? Not rest? Maybe the answer was to cook the day before & have cold meals on the Sabbath or just fast on the Sabbath? What if for someone, cooking was not work but recreation? And one could go on & indeed they did go on . . . & on! The fourth commandment was finally elaborated into thirty-nine specific concrete okays & not okays to help people do the right thing by the commandment. Paradoxically, however, what began as an attempt to help people obey God's Law more effectively, ended up in causing them to misunderstand it, misunderstand both its content & its intent. Even worse, following the tradition of the elders could lead a person to disobey the commands of God.

It was this which Jesus targeted in his stinging attack which followed. Appealing to Isaiah 29.13, " . . . They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men . . .", Jesus charged them with setting aside God's commands in order to observe their own traditions.

Dr France puts it this way. "God has plainly declared his will, and they are undermining it by setting up their own rules and regulations. 'Tradition', which can and should be a helpful guide to how we may apply God's laws to the realities of everyday life, has a dangerous tendency to develop a life of its own, and when it does it becomes an enemy rather than a friend. That is what has happened to the scribes."  (Dick France, Mark, The People's Bible Commentary, 1996, The Bible Reading Fellowship, Oxford, UK p 100)

Jesus pointed to the practice of 'corban' as a conspicuous example of this (11-13). To make the statement, "this object or person is corban," was to dedicate the object or person exclusively to God. Such a vow was difficult to cancel. Note however, that by dedicating the gift to God, a person did not necessarily promise it to the temple, nor did he prevent using it on himself! What the person did was to legally exclude his needy parents from using it. So, in following this tradition of the elders, he effectively broke the fifth commandment to honour one's parents. Such a practice was a pious fraud which contradicted God's commandment!

Jesus then went on to address the crowd, teaching them about  true cleanness and uncleanness. External things, including food eaten with 'unwashed' hands could not defile a man. What really defiled were the evil 'unclean' thoughts, attitudes, speech and behaviour that come from within a person.

France has a helpful comment here, "The purity laws of the Old Testament were all based on the principle that uncleanness is contracted by touching and eating unclean things. In other words, the impurity is there 'outside' the person and 'comes in', rendering the person unclean. It is this basic principle which Jesus here questions and indeed turns completely on its head. Impurity is already there 'inside', and 'comes out' in what a person says and does." (p 102)

It is difficult for us to appreciate how deeply & fundamentally heretical Jesus' teaching would have been to the religious leaders. In a way Jesus was hitting at their very identity. He was taking away from them one of the basic practices that made a Jew a Jew, that made a Jew one of God's holy people, as they understood it! But this deeply ingrained fundamental principle of life, this principle of kosher or halal, Jesus was now turning on its head or perhaps more correctly, turning it inside out! That Jesus' teaching was profoundly radical for a Jew can be seen in the reaction of his disciples. They had to ask him what he meant by his teaching. We would have thought the teaching was obvious. But clearly it wasn't! So Jesus explained to his disciples that food does not defile because it enters the stomach, passes through & makes its exit! Food does not enter the heart which is the source of a person's character. Therefore, whether a person is clean or unclean, pure or impure is determined by what is in his heart.

Verses 21–23 are a very sad commentary indeed of the evil that may lurk in the hearts of people. In the face of such evil, ceremonial uncleanness becomes irrelevant. In rejecting the whole concept of external defilement on which the Old Testament food laws were based, Jesus thereby dismissed the practice of ceremonial washing & answered the initial question of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law.

The account of the healing of the Gentile Syrophoenician woman's daughter which follows, is significant. Jesus had just corrected wrong thinking about cleanness and uncleanness. One was not defiled by external contact. Jesus was now in contact with an 'unclean' Gentile woman. As a religious teacher, Jesus should have had no dealings with a woman, or with a Gentile, and she was both! Furthermore, the fact that her daughter was possessed by an 'unclean spirit' compounded the problem. Other religious teachers would have turned from her in horror. But not Jesus!

Note the irony here. The 'unclean' Gentile woman approached the Jewish Messiah to seek and receive blessing. The 'kosher', ritually clean Jewish religious leaders challenged Jesus, revealing how far away they were from God and his ways.  

Application

Now how does this passage speak to us today?

1. Setting up & following man-made traditions (albeit unknowingly) in place of the Word of God.

It surely warns us against the ever-present danger of setting up & following man-made traditions in place of the Word of God. But here at ARPC our desire is to be thoroughly faithful to the Word, is it not? We can see, we think, how other churches around us have practices and thinking which have the appearance of spirituality but which we believe do not accord with Scripture and the Gospel. But we do not do this, do we? We are concerned to be biblical and true to the Gospel. But so are these other churches. This is where the danger lies. We follow certain practices and emphases precisely because we believe them to be biblical. We wouldn't follow them if we thought there was a chance that they were not biblical & true to God's revealed will. But this is also true of the other churches. It was true of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law. They clashed with Jesus precisely because they thought it was he and not they who had departed from God's Word. They adhered so firmly to the traditions of the elders because for them these traditions expressed God's will. If they thought that these traditions of the elders were no more than mere human wisdom they would not have accorded them the status they did. 

They would not have laid these traditions upon the consciences of people the way they did. They would not have queried Jesus about his disciples' failure to wash their hands. They queried because they strongly believed that the practice of ceremonial washing was commanded by God. 

The very last accusation they thought could ever be levelled against them was the charge in Isaiah 29.13, " . . . they worship me in vain; their teaching are but rules taught by men . . ." And yet this was precisely the charge Jesus levelled against them. "You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own traditions!" (Mark 7.9)

Do not think we are guaranteed immunity from this. Even with the very sound & faithful biblical teaching that we receive week after week at ARPC we may still fall prey. And if at this moment we are thinking this might apply to some here at ARPC but it doesn't apply to me, then the prayer in Dr France's devotional commentary is one we might do well to pray:

Save us O God,

from putting our own or other people's ideas of what is right

in place of what you have revealed to us as your will,

& give us the wisdom to discern the difference.
2. Are we in danger of putting the cart before the horse – in danger of putting lesser matters ahead of weightier matters as the Pharisees and teachers of the law did? (Cf Matthew 23.23)

At the annual conventions of the Overseas Christian Fellowship in Australia we get people from a diversity of churches. Along with this we get a diversity of prayer forms & mannerisms. Sometimes I have found myself not following a brother or sister's prayer because I am irritated by what, to me, are annoying mannerisms. I sometimes even question critically why they need to pray the way they do. All this, while I am bowed in prayer! In that situation who is the Lord more pleased with? Me with my criticism of the inadequacies of the prayer being prayed, or the person earnestly & passionately praying from the heart, annoying mannerism and all? Is the Lord all that concerned about the mannerisms? Surely he is pleased with the devotion of the person praying & disappointed with my critical spirit which has prevented me from praying at all – despite my posture of prayer! Yes, later, if there is an opportunity, I may seek to make suggestions to the person about praying in a manner that may be less distracting to others but for the moment I had better get my sense of values right. I had also better understand that, there is no place whatever for that sense of spiritual superiority I was feeling. In that situation was I any better than the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law with their misplaced feeling of judgmental superiority towards the disciples? 

Then there is the area of worship in song. I have heard that there are those who will not sing when certain worship songs are being sung – what I call 'vertical worship songs', those songs which are addressed directly to God – songs like "I love You Lord" or "In moments like these I sing out a love song to Jesus" & the many more recent equivalents. Now it may be quite acceptable, for a number of reasons, to refrain from singing certain songs. We may not know the song. Or we may want to reflect or pray silently as the song is being sung. It may be a song that we do not like, or a song we do like & find meaningful, but by the third or fourth repetition, the law of diminishing marginal returns has rapidly set-in for us. At times, this latter has been my experience. So we do not sing but we are happy for our brothers & sisters to continue singing if it is meaningful for them. But it is another thing if we cease to sing out of an air of spiritual superiority, disparaging not only the song but also those singing the song! I sometimes wonder which is more important to the Lord? The singing of such songs (& here I am not talking about those songs which clearly have unbiblical content), which is more important to the Lord, the singing of these 'vertical worship' songs with obvious devotion, commitment & love for the Lord or the deliberate refraining from singing them, with a sense of judgmental superiority because we judge them to be merely emotional & lacking in doctrinal content? I wonder what is really important to the Lord in this situation? 

Of course the reverse can happen too. There are those who think that only 'vertical worship' songs constitute real worship. Some from this tradition may adopt a superior judgmental attitude to those of us who find greater meaning in singing what I term 'doctrinal worship' songs – those songs which sing of who God is and what he has done & in doing so draw forth our praise and worship. I suspect though that at ARPC, we may find more of the first group than the second.

Are we also in danger, like the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, of putting the cart before the horse by focusing on what may be externals in God's eyes, if not in our eyes, & failing to see 'the weightier matters of the law – justice, mercy & faithfulness?' The problem is, of course, that for us who refrain, it is not something unimportant or merely external. For us, there is an important spiritual principle involved. A matter of spiritual discernment & awareness. But this is what the Pharisees & the teachers of the law would have said in the matter of ceremonial washing before eating!

True cleanness is inside, it is not external. We do not impose ceremonial washing upon others as a requirement but we may impose other forms of external purity – 'purity' in terms of mannerism & expression in prayer, 'purity' in worship songs in terms of the appropriate amount of emotion (or lack of) and the appropriate amount of doctrine. So here am I in a posture of prayer or of praise, critically judging the prayer or singing of a brother or a sister.  

I, externally correct but inwardly ungodly with my judgmental superiority, judging my brother or sister externally incorrect (according to my traditions & standards) but inwardly thirsting after God. Yes, we too may impose requirements of external purity which lay upon people more than Scripture lays upon them. And in doing so we fail to see, 'the weightier matters of the law – justice, mercy & faithfulness'. 

We put the cart before the horse!

3. Being truly clean!

Remember that time when we were travelling & we forgot to bring along our toothbrush & toothpaste & also our mints . . . how awful & unclean our mouth felt . . . & how wonderfully fresh & clean our mouth felt after a brushing of our teeth . . . But how much more wonderful it is when we feel spiritually & morally clean.

And here, it is the cleansing of the inside that really counts. This was where the Pharisees really missed out as the Lord Jesus made so very clear in Matthew 23.25-26. “Woe to you teachers of the law & Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup & the dish, but inside you are full of greed & self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside, & then the outside will be clean.”

C.f. unwashed bowls stacked in the cupboard at DTC . . .

Jesus had more to say about the religious leaders. "Woe to you teachers of the law & Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like white-washed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men's bones & everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy & wickedness."  What a damning indictment! 

In the cemeteries in Sydney we see many impressive well-kept graves and family tombs. They look impressive & grand on the outside. And in the past that was all I saw – the impressiveness & the grandness.  But Jesus' words remind me that those graves & tombs are indeed full of dead people's bones! Could there be a greater contrast between the outside & the inside? For our Lord Jesus this was an apt analogy for many of the religious leaders of his day.  

Is there also a problem of integrity with us, between what we are on the outside & what we are on the inside?

In Mark 7.21-23, the list of the evil that exists in a person's heart is a pretty damning one, isn't it? And yet to others, such a person may even look the picture of innocence. Another person looking from the outside might not ever suspect the dirt inside. Sadly the person himself may be blind to the dirt inside him because his focus is on external things not on what is inside him! 

There have been times when I have been glad that my thoughts could not be read! Thankfully, because of the Lord's sanctifying grace such times are less frequent now than before but they do come. Thankfully, when they do come, I can turn to the Lord for cleansing.

Psalm 103 experience . . . (10-12) "he does not treat us our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us."

What a wonderful blessing it is to be truly clean! Clean inside!

As the apostle John wrote, “If we confess our sins he is faithful & just & will forgive us our sins & cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”
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