Title: Mind the gap.

Passage: Mark 7:1-23 (Simple Inductive)

Purpose: To enable the listeners to find joy in living a pure life through obedience to God.
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	Mr Allan gave his wife a gift on her 40th birthday. It was a simple chocolate gift, shaped like a heart (human heart!) with the words, “Love of my life” engraved on it. The gift was so special to the wife that it melted her heart. So she cuddled up and told him, “Honey, you don’t have to do this.” “Of course I do, I am your husband” he replied and added, “It is my duty.” 

How I wish the wife did not hear the last four words. Mr Allan was doing so well that I was almost proud of him, until he came to the most crucial part, the moment to clinch the deal. Then he flopped. There is often a gap between what we do and why we do it.

Is not this also true in our relationship with God? We do many things for God and in the name of God. But how sure are we that our deeds are pure and pleasing to him?

So, the question for us today is, “How can we keep our thoughts and actions pure and pleasing to God?” “How can we be pure?”
The earlier preachers (from the earlier chapters of mark) have taught us how the Lordship of Christ has been gradually revealed through miracles and demonstration of his power. Many believed in him but many more did not. The Pharisees did not believe in Jesus but they believed in God, who called them to be his chosen and holy people. They derived about 613 rules/laws from the Scripture to guide them into pure life worthy of the holy people of God. It became a tradition for them. They thought they could keep themselves pure by keeping this tradition of man. They were particular about their ritual cleanness. Which was why when they saw the disciples of Jesus eating with unwashed hands (considered ritually unclean) in today’s passage, they questioned the authority of Jesus. They asked why Jesus allowed his disciples to live unholy life. 

Today’s passage, Mark 7:1-23 will show two ways to keep the thoughts and actions pure.

In Mark 7:1-23 (text), Jesus implicitly teaches two ways how to be pure in thoughts and actions. 

How can we be pure? First, 

We can keep the thoughts and actions pure by obeying the Scripture (verses 1-13).

Wrong instructions lead to wrong thoughts and acts. 

In verses 1-13, Jesus clearly reprimanded the Pharisees for honoring their man made rules (traditions) more than the Scripture. Their traditions even nullified the law of God (v13). Obviously that tradition gave them wrong instruction. So, what must they do? They must return to the right instructions, which is the law of God!

Right instructions lead us to right thoughts and acts. 

Getting the right instructions is necessary for getting the actions right. 

Our thoughts and actions must be guided by proper understanding and accurate application of the word of God because this is the right instruction. 

Many people (even those who do not believe in Jesus as the savior) agree that the Bible gives a good instruction on living a correct ethical life. There are many good human beings out there, perhaps even better than most Christians. They apply the instructions of the Bible in their life.

Famous philanthropist: Right instructions lead to right actions.

Bill Gates, “The specific elements of Christianity are not something I am a huge believer in. There is a lot of merit in the moral aspect of religion. I think it can have very positive impact.” Apparently he does not believe in God as the savior. But his contribution to the social justice (education, health care, community giving) is immense and must be recognized. They are guided by right instructions, the ethical/moral aspect of the Bible. Right instructions lead to right actions!
However, even though obedience to right instructions is necessary to live the right actions, it is not sufficient to make life pure and acceptable to God. Why not?

Because, there is often a gap between right actions and why those right actions. Remember Mr Allan in the illustration? The gap is always in the heart.

Merely following a set of good instructions can lead us to become legalistic like the Pharisees of old or disciplinarians of today like Mr Allan, where we become prisoners of the letter of the instruction (the Bible) but neglecting its spirit. 

(Then how can we avoid becoming legalistic while we seek to obey the word of God? This question leads us to the next point in verses 14-23).

We can keep the heart pure by totally devoting it to God (verses 14-23).

Misplaced heart leads to all kinds of evil.

In verses 14-23, Jesus listed at least twelve evil things that proceeded from the heart of man which defiled the thoughts and behavior of man. Obviously that is a misplaced heart. Misplaced heart can also lead to ostensibly pure but actually impure life.  

Import tax (= duty) evasion: Duty is heavy. 

Global duty (duty= import tax, an obligation) evasion reportedly amounts to 5% (US$ 3 trillion) of global economy. Why so much tax evasion? One possible reason: because it is heavy. Duty is heavy!

Duty is an obligation and it is heavy everywhere – home, church, school, etc. Do we do SBC assignments because it is a course requirement, in the sense that it is a duty? Do we obey God as our duty because we are obligated to since he saved us? Duty as an obligation is a bad motivator to get things done. There is no joy in being dutiful or obedient if it is a result of obligation. Being dutiful/obedient must correspond to the correct orientation of the heart. 

The misplaced heart (which is not devoted to and guarded by God) obligates itself to duty and is prone to impurity. That is why we need to listen to sub point B.

We must devote our hearts to God.

God sees the heart beyond our visible actions. The heart ought to explain why we obey what we obey; why we do what we do. We need to make sure that we obey the commandments of God NOT because it is our duty but because we love to. The gap is often in the mind, in the deceitful and desperately wicked human heart. 

For this reason, while purity in our actions is necessary, it is not sufficient in itself to present us holy before God. We also need to orientate our heart to the holiness of God by faith. 

MRT – Door is closing, mind the gap! 

We all travel with MRT. “Mind the gap” is announced at every station. Over a period of time, we get indifferent to the impact of the warning. We stopped taking it to heart. That is when passengers are most prone to accidents. The warning to mind the gap is for your own safety!

There is similar danger in our relationship with God. Over a period of time, our heart becomes cold and numb to the presence of God. But may we be reminded once again this afternoon. That purity of the heart comes from constantly devoting and aligning in reverence to God.  

So how can we (Christians) keep our thoughts and actions pure?

We can keep our thoughts and actions pure by obeying the Scripture out of a totally devoted heart to God (MI).

Purity comes from obeying the scripture out of a totally devoted heart to God (Restated MI). Obedience and Devotion must always go together – there should be no gap in between. Too similar! Tweak a bit to restate.
If it were not for our salvation in Christ, we would not even need to ask why we ought to obey God. But because he became the Lord of our life, we must first learn to rejoice in his Lordship. 

May we be always mindful of surrendering our hearts to the Lordship of Christ. 

Then we can delight in following and obeying him. 




Homiletical Outline 

“Mind the gap”

Mark 7:1-23 (Simple Inductive) 

Introduction

1. Arouse interest: A heart shaped sweet chocolate as valentine’s gift to illustrate man’s futile attempt to please God.  
2. Need: We do thing for God. But are they pure and acceptable to God?
3. Subject: How can we keep our thoughts and actions pure? 

4. Background: The Pharisees and the scribes thought they kept themselves pure by keeping the traditions of man (eg washing hands before eating). 
5. Preview: Today’s passage will show two ways to keep the thoughts and actions pure. Restatement: In Mark 7:1-23 (text), Jesus implicitly teaches us how to have pure thoughts and actions.
Verses 1-13 teaches us that 
I. We can be pure by obeying the commandments of God (verses 1-13).

A. Wrong instructions lead to wrong acts.

B. Right instructions lead to right actions.
(But merely following right instructions can also lead us to legalism where we become prisoners of the letter of the scripture. So, how can we avoid this potential trap? This leads us to the next point in verses 14-23).

II. We can be pure by totally devoting our hearts to God (verses 14-23).

A. Misplaced heart leads to all kinds of evil.

B. We must devote our hearts to God.
Conclusion: 

Purity comes from obeying the scripture out of totally devoted heart to God (MI). 

We can delight in obeying the commandments only when we have surrendered to the Lordship of Christ over our life.  

Exegetical Outline 
Passage: Mark 7:1-23.
Questions

1. Why did the tradition of the elders command the Jews to wash their hands before eating food?  

The Pharisees viewed all Israel as the “kingdom of priests” and thus imposed upon themselves all the Mosaic laws, even those binding specifically upon the priests. For example, washing of hands as stipulated in Exodus 30:18-21 was required only of the priests when they engaged in the tabernacle service. In addition to the written law, they have a system of oral laws or traditions handed down by their elders. Therefore the “traditions of the elders” referred to a corpus of rules/practices over and above the written Law of Moses. They considered the authority of such traditions as equal to that of the Scripture. The ritual of washing of hands was one of the “traditions of the elders”. Thus washing hands and such other rituals was visible and tangible sign of piety and total separation from others for God.    

2. So what did impurity do to a Jew? 

Impurity was not the same as sinfulness but it was important because impurity was understood to prevent them from approaching the holy God. Purity was one thing that distinguished God’s people (a true Jew) from the rest (non-Israel). 

3. Why were the Pharisees concerned about the disciples of Jesus not washing hands before eating?

Jesus was a rabbi. So he was responsible for the behaviour of his disciples. More than their altruistic concern for the welfare of the disciples of Jesus, the Pharisees and the scribes seemed to accuse Jesus of not being a true Jew because he does not insist obedience to the traditions of the Jewish elders by his disciples.  

4. Why was the prophetic warning of Isaiah to Israel brought to this context? What did Jesus accuse them of? What is Corban?

At a time when the Israelites, consequent to their covenant disobedience, were in dire threat under the Assyrians, they tried to engage themselves in their ritualistic and cultic worship so as to pacify Yaweh and gain his protection or deliverance. Clearly, that amounted to hypocrisy and was not acceptable way of worship to God because true worship exudes from the heart. Isaiah was not against their cultic piety per se but such confessions with the lips to God ought to be the expression of the state of the heart. It must be understood that the Pharisees and the scribes well recognized the authority of Isaiah the prophet.

Apparently, the Pharisees and the scribes endorsed/engaged in cultic/ritualistic practices which are collectively termed the traditions taught by men (the elders) which was contradictory to the Commandments of God. In a way, Jesus responded to them by saying that in their insistence on honouring the traditions of the elders (example –Corban), they were violating the commandments of God (Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16). In fact, their elder’s tradition became a stumbling block to the true obedience to the commandments of God.

Corban meant vow of devotion or offering to God. By invoking obligation to this vow, apparently, most children avoided obedience to the Mosaic law of honouring their parents through financial support. Such traditions took precedence over the commandment of God.   

5. According to Jesus, what defiles a man?

The things that defile a man are the things (attitudes) that proceed from the recess of the heart. Here Jesus was referring to moral purity rather than ceremonial defilement which the Pharisees and the scribes emphasized earlier on because mere ceremonial purity is not sufficient to make a person really clean. In other words, Jesus was saying that the thing and the manner in which one ate did not defile him but wrong orientation of the heart did. 
6. What does it mean when Jesus said that food does not defile a man because the Law of Moses clearly specified which food was clean and which was not?

The fact that Jesus could overturn the Law given through Moses highlights his divinity.
Exegetical Idea: 
The means through which man, including the Pharisees and the scribes, can remain clean is by keeping the heart pure in obedience to the commandment of God rather than the teachings of man. 

I. The means through which the Pharisees and the scribes claimed cleanness was by keeping the traditions of the Jewish elders (7:1-5):

A.  The Pharisees saw the disciples of Jesus eating food without proper ritual hand washing (7:1-2).

B. The Pharisees and the scribes washed their hands according to the traditions of the elders before they ate (7:3-4).

C. The Pharisees and the scribes were annoyed because the disciples of Jesus ate with unwashed hands in violation of the traditions of the elders (7:5).

II. The reason Jesus was annoyed with the Pharisees and the scribes was because they honoured the traditions of men more than the commandment of God (7:6-13). 

A. Isaiah described the Israelites as hypocrites for worshipping God with wrong motives and the Pharisees and the scribes were doing the same in Jesus’ day (7:6-8).

B. God commanded his people to honour their parents (7:9-10).

C. The Pharisees and the scribes honoured the vow of devotion to God and many other such laws which invalidated the commandment of God (7:11-13).

III. The means (according to Jesus) through which man is defiled is not by what goes inside but by what comes out from the heart (7:14-23). 
A. Jesus taught the crowd that whatever a man eats does not defile him but that which proceeds out of the man does (7:14-16).

B.  Jesus taught his disciples that what goes into a man is eventually eliminated, thus not defiling but that which proceeds out of the heart such as, evil thoughts, fornication, theft, murder, etc. defiles him (7:17-23). 
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