“Clean and Unclean”

Mark 7:1-23

November 12, 2006

A confession up front this morning: sometimes sermons are straight-forward and you can see a mile away where they are headed. Sometimes it takes a little work, but then the clear message comes forward. And then, there are sometimes – like this morning – when you find that the LORD is leading you in a very different kind of direction; related, but not necessarily obviously so, to the text. 

You see, I want to talk more about the text than I do about what is in it. Mark’s report of Jesus’ lesson is fairly self-explanatory, so I will only touch on that briefly. Instead, the bulk of our time this morning is going to be looking at a broader view of where Mark is taking us with this text.

Mark 7:1-23

1. Jesus’ confrontation and judgment on the scribes and Pharisees was a call to repent.

The first thing we notice in this text is Jesus’ confrontation with the religious leaders of the day. Their complaint centers on the disciples’ failure to observe the traditional practices regarding ritual cleanliness – the debate is about ritual, not hygiene. The scribes and the Pharisees are not really concerned with the health of the disciples. The key phrase here is in verse 3: “[t]hus observing the tradition of the elders.” Jesus quickly perceives that they are spiritual bullies looking to find fault in others but who have no idea that they have just confronted the real deal.

What follows is such a complete rebuke of the scribes and Pharisees that it should surprise us a little that they show up later in the gospel to sit in judgment of Jesus. Look at this dressing-down: 1) Jesus names their hypocrisy, 2) gives a second example to show just how deeply and foundational is their error, 3) then tells a parable to the crowd essentially urging them to dismiss the scribes and Pharisees as leaders because of the error of their ways, 4) and, finally, explains the parable to the disciples with a description of the range of consequences of that hard heart.

That’s pretty rough.

Probably the thing that stands out is Jesus’ first response, “You hypocrites.” It is difficult to imagine a scenario in which this is a good thing to hear.

Now, in fairness to the scribes and Pharisees, the label “hypocrite” has taken on a more negative connotation than the technical application Jesus was making here. When Jesus says, “you hypocrites,” in framing how the scribes and Pharisees fit within the prophesy from Isaiah, he was comparing them to actors. He was saying that their hearts were hollow. Why is this gentler than we would imagine? When actors are in a play, there is no malicious intention to mislead. 

Thus, Jesus rebuke here was a judgment intended to wake them up. It was startling in its abruptness. It was, perhaps, impolite. Yet the purpose here was to jolt the scribes and Pharisees into a right relationship with God. “Give up your error and love God,” is the substance of Jesus’ rebuke.

The error here is in misunderstanding why people are obedient to God. For the scribes and the Pharisees, obedience to God came in order that God might love them. God has become a taskmaster – not unlike the Pharaoh when the Hebrews were enslaved in Egypt. 

For Jesus, he argues that obedience comes because they love God. Even though it sounds like semantics, it is a huge difference. It is the difference between Pharaoh and Yahweh, the oppressor and the liberator. The scribes and Pharisees are more comfortable with the yolk of oppression than the joy of freedom. They have taken their eyes off God and put their focus on the details of obedience; Jesus calls them back to their first love. When their hearts are right, the rest will happen. 

This is one of those humbling texts for preachers because Jesus is talking to religious leaders. 

He calls us to account for the ways in which we are addressing the people entrusted to our care: are we preaching the gospel that exhorts people to love God and love one another – or are we preaching to conform behavior to that which we think God will find acceptable? Are we living and leading in a way that manifests our love for God – or have we forgotten our first love?

This, friends, is why I ask you to pray for me and for my family. I am no different than you are – I, too, struggle to grow in faith. I, too, fall and get discouraged. I, too, have a tendency to try to look more holy than I am. Ask my family if I am perfect – yes, you know the answer. I am sure they could give you a long list of ways in which I do not measure up to perfection. 


Let me give you this quick example. Carolyn Terpstra and I meet each Monday to talk about music and prepare worship. We take this seriously because we want to make sure that this time on Sunday morning provides the opportunity for this congregation to present ourselves pleasing and acceptable in the sight of God. For the last couple of weeks, we have gotten together and really struggled to find music and hymns that will help our worship and fit with what we are doing. On Monday, Carolyn said, “You know what? I know why we are struggling. We have stopped going to God first – we haven’t prayed.” 

She was right.

I am grateful that we have a choir director who is willing to speak the truth to her pastor; to remind me that urging you to love God does not relieve me of the responsibility to do the same.

I was so busy trying to do good, I was forgetting to love the one who is good.

Then, I look here this morning and see Aydan Lopez. Aydan, who out of the desire of his heart, asked to be baptized, asked to be able to confess his faith, asked to stand in front of this congregation as a witness to the life-giving grace of God, to be washed in the water, to be sealed by the Holy Spirit in the sign of the hope we have of joining in Jesus’ death for our sins that we are raised with him in his resurrection. Friends, in Aydan’s simple example, can anyone here not be reminded of the primary responsibility to “Love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength?”

2. Mark encourages believers in Rome to trust in the real power of the Kingdom of God.

As we look at this text this morning, it is important to note how Mark is directly communicating with the readers for whom he is writing. Twice there are parenthetical explanations to make clear what the issues are: first, to explain the complaint of the scribes and the Pharisees; second, to make clear the implications of what Jesus was saying. Why? 

Mark is addressing two real problems in the early church in Rome. In those home churches, there were both Jews and Gentile believers. As we see in Paul’s letters around the early church, it was common for Jews from the local temples to urge these young churches that, “Christianity is fine, so long as you obey the Jewish law first.” In other words, you need to learn and go through a process to become a Jew before you can become a Christian. Ritual cleaning before loving God. Jesus’ response makes clear that such is not the case.

The second problem involves food. In the Roman world, it was common to go to the market and not be able to ascertain whether the food for sale had been offered as a sacrifice to a pagan god. It also would be difficult to find kosher food in Rome. There was concern about whether their dietary practices would make them unacceptable in the eyes of God; again, Jesus’ response here makes clear that such is not the case.

It is not what goes in that makes one unclean; it is what is in the heart.

Those seem like faraway problems today. Yet the same fear strikes many who are intimidated to set foot into a church: do I have to wear a tie? Do I have to like (electric/organ) music? What happens if I do not know enough?” Think for a moment about the feeling that occurs for a newcomer when we go through worship – this morning we recited the Apostles Creed. Many of you know it by heart; what does it feel like to the person who does not? “Shoot, I don’t know that – how many other things don’t I know that everyone else knows? I can’t be a member here.”  

I had a friend in college who once said to me, “I do not know how someone can be a Christian and a Democrat.” I have also had friends at General Assemblies tell me, “I do not know how someone can be a Christian and vote Republican.” 

It is a question of, “What do I have to do in order to worship God?” Jesus, quoting Isaiah, notes that God wants our hearts. David, writing Psalm 51 after his affair with Bathsheeba, says, “The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” 

That broken and contrite heart eliminates pride. It reminds us that we have not earned God’s grace. It reminds us that we have eternal life as a gift. The good news of the gospel is an invitation to life. Any time we feel ourselves saying, “Well, in order to be a Christian, you need to believe and …” we need to check ourselves. 

3. The Kingdom of God has power here and now – and it is good news to share.

Jesus’ example in this text reminds us of the substance of his message, “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near, repent and believe the good news.” The kingdom of God comes with power. The kingdom of God is characterized by God-given life. It is the expression and manifestation of grace – that is, bringing life out of what is dead. Ritual does not accomplish this – it is God and God’s love by which life happens. The kingdom of God requires us to see with eyes of faith to marvel at what God is doing and what God has done.

The scribes and the Pharisees objected to the disciples’ failure to observe ritual cleanliness practices regarding food. Look then, at Jesus, on the other hand, who has wildly broken those rituals. He touched and healed a leper (Chapter 2). He has been touched by and healed a bleeding woman (chapter 5). He came in contact with a corpse and she lived (Jairus’ daughter, chapter 5). Instead of making Jesus ritually unclean, he transformed those who had been dead to the kingdom of earth alive in the kingdom of God.

Jesus ushers in the kingdom of God. He is more powerful than nature. He is more powerful than evil. He is more powerful than the most powerful military on earth. He is more powerful than death. 

And, his power is expressed in bringing life. I love that! I love him for that! In fact, my life and my faith is a manifestation of the power of God to redeem a sinner – a sinner for whom judgment and death were appropriate.

The things we do in worship, the things we do in mission, the things we do in evangelism, the things we do in stewardship, the things we preach from this pulpit – they are all futile if they are not done in order to share the good news of the power and love of the living God. Form is useless unless the substance of the heart is real. It is powerless.

Yet, when worship comes from the heart, obedience follows. We are trying to please God who loves us, rather than appease God who oppresses us. Worship is a rejoicing in the power, in the hope, in the expectation of God’s doing things that seem to us to be miracles. 

Here is a secret: things that are miracles to us are normal for God. God is powerful beyond nature and beyond our imagination. 

Let me digress for a moment. In the most recent issues of Newsweek and Wired magazine, there are cover stories that include flattering profiles of individual atheists involved in an organized effort to declare all religion dangerous and exhorting people to abandon faith. In the Associated Press, Elton John says, “From my point of view, I would ban religion completely. Organized religion doesn’t seem to work. It turns people into really hateful lemmings and it’s not really compassionate.” 

Friends, be aware that this is happening – faith is not a neutral proposition. Just as Jesus came in conflict with the religious leaders of his day, so also will we come into conflict with the priests of this culture. They will urge you to keep your faith private, if not abandon it altogether. They will mock you for participating in this antiquated ritual and encourage you to get with it.

Yet, where is the power in what they offer? 

· Money? Does money bring life, hope and joy? 

· Sex? Does unencumbered sexual expression bring life, hope and joy?

· Rock & Roll Music? Does it bring lasting life, hope and joy? 

· Power? Does the ability to exert power over others bring life, hope and joy?

· Prestige? Do our reputations and our appearances bring life, hope and joy?

No, what they offer is a hopeless isolation where each individual is responsible for their own salvation. 

But, just like Joshua did with the Israelites in Joshua 24, we are offered a choice: choose this day whom you will serve. But as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.

He is the LORD of life, of hope, of joy.

This morning, as a congregation, we dedicate our stewardship pledges. As we do so, I want us to remember that we are doing something more than paying our private respects to a far-off or imaginary God. We are responding joyfully and publicly to the invitation God has extended to participate in life – eternal life – as citizens of the kingdom of God. It is an invitation to experience and witness the power of God displayed in bringing life out of death, of bringing hope to the hopeless, to rescuing the lost. 

God calls us to be the church and that call is an invitation to a party that God is hosting. Our life of obedience is not in order to make God love us; rather, it is our preparation to go to the party.

And, best of all, it is a party that we can invite everyone we know, and everyone we don’t know, to attend.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:15: Prayer into offering

10:30 offertory
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