PAGE  
6
“Really Unclean”      Text – Mark 7:1-23       OT Reading – Isaiah 29 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
It is wrong to tell lies, right?  So imagine that you and I are discussing this in a catechism class or in a Bible study.  What will happen next?  Someone will ask is it always wrong to lie?  What about in WW2 when people hid Jews from the Nazis and lied about it when the Nazis came knocking on the door?  And they might even go to the Bible and point to the story of the Hebrew midwives or Rahab and the spies – they are not condemned for lying.  They saved lives.  Wasn’t that ‘lying for the greater good’ OK?  
And my point here is not lying in and of itself but to demonstrate just how quickly we hear a law and immediately begin asking questions about how it is to be applied in this or that situation.  
For that is, you see, in essence, what the Teachers of the Law and Pharisees in this passage made an occupation out of.  They took the written laws of the Bible and developed rules and regulations for how those laws were to be applied in each and every situation and for when they did not apply.  And these were kept in a book of traditions called the Mishnah.  
And so, for example, the fourth commandment forbids work on the Sabbath.  So is carrying firewood about on the Sabbath OK?  No.  That should be done on Friday so you don’t need to do it on the Sabbath.  
So what about the situation of a man who has lost his leg and has a wooden peg leg and his house catches fire on the Sabbath, while he is in bed and is not wearing his wooden leg.  Was it OK for him to pick up his wooden leg and carry it out of the burning house?  Was that necessary?  Well, No, argued some.  In that scenario, carrying your wooden leg was no different than carrying fire wood.  So the wooden leg had to be left to burn so as not to break the commandment.  
And the Pharisees of our passage were usually the ones who went in this kind of direction with their interpretation of the law.
   And a growing concern for the Jews of Jesus’ time was being ritually clean.  
The Law of God simply said do not eat unclean animals and that if you touched the dead or blood, etc, you had to wash yourself.  
But the problem for the Jews of this time was that while they had once lived in a pretty much exclusively Jewish society, where all the unclean animals were nicely off to one side, now there were Gentiles everywhere, and unclean animals all over the place, etc.  So, what to do?  How was one to keep clean?  
Well, taking the requirement that you wash after coming into contact with the dead or with blood, etc, and combining that with the rules for how the priests were to wash, the rabbis worked out three things: 
First, what needed to be washed, which you see in v4 – your hands and your crockery, 
second, a certain way of washing, as in, you would put your hands in a bowl and then raise them so the water ran down your wrists and then lower them so the water dripped off your fingers, 
and third, the times when this washing was needed in order to be clean, which you see also in v4 – “when they come from the marketplace.”
And as long as you followed this tradition, you were clean.  
There is in fact a story about one rabbi who was imprisoned by the Romans.  And when he was released just a few weeks later, he was completely dehydrated because he had used most of his daily drinking water for this washing process!
Basically then, you didn’t actually need the Bible so long as you had the Mishnah.  Follow what the Mishnah said and you were keeping the law.
So that is the religious background of our passage today.  It is from within that view of God’s law and tradition that the teachers of the law and the Pharisees question Jesus.  
But what we shall see is that their zeal for purity is exposed as just skin deep.  
· Jesus will reinforce the fact that purity is essential in the kingdom of God.  
· But He will show them that purity cannot be understood apart from Himself and that the purity God requires is heart driven.  
And brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, in so doing, our hearts also will be exposed by the Lord Jesus and to the Lord Jesus.  
And we do this as we simply follow the two halves of this episode – Jesus’ encounter with the Jewish leaders and Jesus’ teaches the crowd.
So first of all, Jesus’ encounter with the leaders of the Jews.

1. Jesus is now very popular with the people, but He is despised by the leaders of the Jews.  We have seen from Mark 3:6 that they are intent on killing Him.  And so, they have come to try and catch Him in some sort of error that they might bring charges against Him.  And they think they have Him!  For they have seen that some of His disciples eat food “with hands that were ‘unclean,’ that is unwashed.”  And then we get the explanation about the tradition that had arisen around washing.  Now, remember that this was not a requirement of the Law of God.  This was a tradition of the Rabbis.  And the Pharisees are very clear about this in v5 when they question Jesus.  
2. But before we get to the response of the Lord Jesus, let’s see the heart of the problem that Jesus must tackle.  And it is vital that we understand this because it goes to the heart of the very gospel that you and I have to understand.
a. Boys and girls, what are the Law books of the Bible?  Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.  And they are full of commandments – you shall not do this and you shall do that.  And make no mistake, God required Israel to obey these commandments.  
i. But you see, God’s law cannot be understood apart from understanding the God who gave the law (let me repeat that for you).  And when God revealed Himself to Moses, as the law was being given to him, God said this about Himself, “I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion.”  
ii. So, let me ask you this question: Who needs mercy and compassion?  Is it those who keep God’s law, perfectly?  No, it is commandment breakers; it is those who sin against God by breaking His commandments.  
iii. And that is why, when you read Leviticus, for example, and the different types of sin offering that the people of Israel were to bring before the Lord, you read this ch. 4, “If a member of the community sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the LORD's commands, he is guilty.  When he is made aware of the sin he committed, he must bring as his offering for the sin he committed a female goat without defect … [and the goat is to be offered in this way and] in this way the priest will make atonement for him, and he will be forgiven.”  
A. And in chapters 4-6, you read about offerings for the sin of a priest or a leader or the whole community or an individual, etc, and nine times you read that the conclusion of the offering is that the sinner “will be forgiven.”  
iv. So, you are a Jew who is reading this: What have you learned?  What does this whole ‘process’ teach you?  That I am a sinner who cannot keep God’s commandments, so I need God to forgive my sins.  And I know that the lamb that has just been sacrificed by having its blood poured out and dying, is just a lamb.  It cannot forgive my sins.  But I must see that lamb as a symbol of how God forgives my sins.  And so, in this way, believing Jews looked forward to Jesus – the lamb of God who would come “to take away the sins of the world.”
v. Now, I want you to contrast that with what we said earlier about the washing tradition of the Pharisees in the time of Jesus.  You could not always know if you had come into contact with something or someone unclean.  So, what to do?  Well, we have just read about what the law requires for unintentional sin – a sin offering that sin may be forgiven.  But the tradition of the Pharisees said that so long as you washed these things in this way and this often, you were clean.  There was no sin.  You did not need forgiveness.  
vi. And basically, if you observed all the traditions, that is how you could view yourself – you were not a sinner, you were clean, you kept the law, you did not need forgiveness.  
vii. And so, the whole point of the law, which was to help you see that you are a sinner, who cannot keep God’s commandments, who needs the forgiveness of God, is lost.  
A. You can see then why the Messiah that these Jews looked for was one who would deliver them from what?  The Romans.  Why?  Because they did not need one to deliver them from their sins because they were not sinners!  
B. Do you see how evil this ‘tradition’ was?  It took God’s people away from an awareness of their sins and their need for forgiveness.  So ultimately, it took them away from Jesus.
C. And this is the issue that Jesus has to tackle.  
3. So first of all He calls them hypocrites.  And a hypocrite was a Greek actor who used different masks to play different roles.  They pretended to be one person when they were really someone else.  That is where the English word comes from.  So these Pharisees and teachers of the law were ‘two-faced,’ according to Jesus.  And He explains why this is so from the passage we read earlier in Isaiah 29.  Isaiah spoke of those who say the words, who go through the ‘routines of religion,’ who never miss a worship service, but they do not know the Lord and they teach others to keep rules they have invented.  And honing on that last line from Isaiah in v7, Jesus says, “You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men.”  
a. And everyone who reads these words must ask themselves how they too fall into this sin.  For there is not a  group of people anywhere who do not establish traditions.  And traditions aren’t necessarily wrong.  However, as one commentator puts it, “The point is not whether or not we have tradition … The question is whether traditions are kept in proper perspective, which in Jesus’ teaching here means being tested by God’s word in Scripture.”  
b. And the Lord Jesus helps us to test our traditions later in this passage as He talks about the requirement for inward purity, and later on in ch. 12 when He summarizes the law of God with Love God with all your heart, soul, strength, and mind, and love neighbour as you love yourself. 
i. But in the case of the Pharisees, their concern to ‘be clean’ was about observing a tradition that had been passed down through the generations.  And it was a tradition of outward piety.  And these things meant that it was not about the love of God.  
ii. And Jesus exposes this same sinful attitude with the example He gives in vv9-12.  The law requires children to honour their parents, which includes caring for them when they are in need.  But a tradition had arisen whereby you could devote your possessions to the Lord as ‘Corban,’ which men they were exempt from being used to care for your parents.  And here is how perverse this was – Because ‘Corban’ was seen as one of the highest acts of devotion a person could perform, even if you jokingly or rashly said something was ‘Corban,’ and even if you never actually used the thing in the service of the Lord, making a ‘Corban’ vow ranked as more important than honouring your parents.  So once it was said in the presence of others, that thing was ‘Corban.  
A. So again, the plain command of Scripture, love for God and love for neighbour, and the inward purity that God requires all lost out to tradition.
iii. And so, what about our traditions?  For example, the Bible commands us to honour those in authority over us and to have respect for the ‘gray haired’ ones.  But it does not say that using first names is wrong. 
A. And it could be that we never use first names because that is how we were brought up, we do not do this out of love for God and neighbour and actually have a very disrespectful heart towards some in authority. 
B. So with that tradition, and others, we must ask ourselves if our traditions are true to the Scriptures we claim to interpret, if they are in accord with the requirements of inward purity that Jesus lays out in the second part of this passage, and if they are motivated by love for God and neighbour.
But next, as we see in v14, Jesus turns His attention to the crowd.  

1. Whether they have heard what He said to the Jewish leaders or not, we don’t know.  But He summons them and says, “”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.”  
a. Now, if we have our Jewish hearing-aids in and the batteries are fully charged, right now they are going BEEP!  BEEP!  BEEP!  There are pages of laws in the OT forbidding the Jews from eating this or that food because it is unclean.  But with 25 words, Jesus ends those restrictions.  One commentator has called these words “well-nigh the most revolutionary passage in the New Testament.”  
i. And to show just how revolutionary they are, Mark says what he says at the end of v19, “In saying this, Jesus declared all foods clean,” so that his Jewish readers had it in plain English, as it were, and so his Gentile readers would understand just how huge this is.  
ii. And the Apostle Peter also demonstrates just how revolutionary these words were: v17 makes it clear that he heard Jesus say these very clear words with his own ears.  But still, even after Jesus’ death, and the Temple curtain being torn in two, and Jesus rising from the dead, and Jesus ascending into heaven, and Pentecost, and after Peter had become a very accomplished preacher of the gospel, you boys and girls will remember the story from Acts 10 about Peter sleeping on a roof and seeing the vision of the net coming down from heaven that was filled with unclean animals and being told to eat and refusing to do so as a good Jew and hearing almost a repeat of these words of Jesus and only then, finally, understanding what Jesus had said way back here!  
iii. But right now, just how much Peter and the other disciples misunderstood Jesus is seen in that, from v17, they ask Him to explain “the parable.”  It’s kind of like they are saying, ‘Jesus, we just heard you say that there are no unclean foods.  But we all know that that is not the case so you must be talking in a kind of riddle.  We give up.  You got us.  Tell us what you really mean.’  But what Jesus means is what He has just said – food cannot make you unclean.  
iv. Now, why these restrictions end and how they end will only be seen later on in Mark’s Gospel.  For there the shadowy outline of forgiveness, cleansing, and purity that the OT painted becomes the 4K UHD 3D clarity of Jesus on the cross.  
A. There, the people of God become defined not along ethnic lines and social regulations, but by being born again of the Holy Spirit.  
v. For now though, these Jews, Jesus disciples, and we also have to ask and answer the same question we have been asking and answering since chapter 1 – Who is this?  Who is this who can end pages of OT restrictions with a few words – Those ceremonial commands of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy?  I tell you that they are no longer required of you.  This man is God!  He must be!  For only God can cancel His commands.
2. Now, earlier we read from Isaiah 29.  And there we read that in the times spoken about by the prophet, God’s people would recognize again that God was a holy God and that holiness was very important.  So just in case any might interpret what Jesus has said thus far as Him ‘relaxing God’s standards’ a bit, He goes on to speak about holiness or purity or being clean.  He says to the disciples, in v18, “Are you so dull?”  And He explains to them what you and I know as basic biology.  Food cannot actually make you spiritually unclean.  It goes in and it passes through and it exits the body.  It cannot make you spiritually unclean.  Those food laws existed to separate God’s people from the nations round about them, but ultimately, to help the people see their lack of purity and holiness and righteousness, so that they would come to God in confession and look to Him for cleansing.  The food laws pointed God’s people to He who would come and make them pure - Jesus.   
a. But what does make a man unclean, Jesus continues, is what arises from his heart, “For from within, out of men's hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.  All these evils come from inside and make a man 'unclean.'”
b. And with this list, Jesus basically summarizes the commandments of God.  Are they important?  Absolutely.  Should you be striving to keep them?  Most definitely!   
i. You boys and girls who are cadets/gems could tell us what Jesus said in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.”  
A. And while the Pharisees thought they had kept the command not to commit adultery so long as they never performed the act of adultery, Jesus showed them and us that even lustful thoughts are adulterous sin.  
B. And while they thought that never actually murdering someone made you a keeper of the sixth commandment, Jesus showed them and us that hating our brother and calling him names is murderous sin. 
c. So, while the average person you meet on the street basically thinks of him or herself as a good person, and while other religious people hope they have been good enough to please their god, Jeremiah 17:9 tells us the truth about ourselves, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure.  Who can understand it?”  
i. Just read this list again, and think about the last hour, the last day, the last week, “For from within, out of men's hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.  All these evils come from inside and make a man 'unclean.'”  
ii. And notice there is no ‘may’ in there, as in ‘they may make a man unclean – No, they make a man unclean.  
A. I trust that you and I, when we left this place last Sunday, went out determined not to sin.  
1) But in our thoughts, our words, and our actions, we must stand before God today and confess, with the Psalmist, “I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.”  “If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand?”  
2) And we have to echo Isaiah and say, “Woe to me! … I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips.”  
3) So Romans 3:23 is true when it says that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  
d. Congregation, the first design of God’s law is not to raise us up with a tix-box list of all the commandments we have kept but to bring us low under the mountain of commandments we have broken.  
i. For then we must look outside the law to the gospel; then we must look outside ourselves to Him who God sent to fulfill the ceremonial laws, to obey every commandment on our behalf, and to pay the price for every commandment we have broken.  
ii. What the Holy Spirit teaches us in this portion of the word is that God’s law leads us through confession and repentance to Jesus.  And in Jesus, alone, we can be ‘clean.’  
May the Spirit of the Lord make us zealous to keep God’s commandments.  But may we rest in the person and work our Saviour, Jesus.  Amen.
