Examining the Heart, 6

Examining the Heart

Mark 7:14-23

February 25, 2007 – Grace Covenant Baptist Church

The doctrines of grace are a point of contention in Southern Baptist life today.  These doctrines are commonly referred to as “the five points of Calvinism” and are set forth in the acrostic TULIP:  Total depravity, Unmerited grace or Unconditional election, Limited atonement, Irresistible grace, and Perseverance of the saints. The battle exists today over the misunderstanding of those who are not of a Reformed persuasion over all of these points.  But most Southern Baptists today would consider themselves to be four pointers.  There greatest disagreement is over Christ’s particular redemption of the elect.  They believe this somehow hinders God’s free offer of grace to all men.  However, to deny Christ’s limited atonement or particular redemption is to deny the other four points as well.  


But to me this is a false starting point.  To properly understand the five points, one must begin with the first point, total depravity.  This doctrine teaches that every part of man is affected by sin.  There is no part of man’s being that is not tainted and corrupted by sin.  This is the state of man by nature.  Because of sin, man is totally incapable of doing anything that honors God.  He is born at enmity with God, lost in sin and under the wrath of God.  And there is nothing that he can do to save himself.  When one understands this, that men is dead in his trespasses and sins, desiring only the things of the flesh and the world, then the other four points fall into place.  My contention is the debate over the five points today is reflective of man’s misunderstanding of the “”T,” that all men are utterly corrupt and entirely unable to do anything about it.  Man left to himself is in a desperate condition.


It is this misunderstanding of total depravity that leads one to have a low view of sin.  When one has a low view of sin, they have a wrong, elevated view of self.  And when one has a wrong view of self, they have a wrong view of God.  So sin is often treated much like any physical ailment.  Jesus atonement becomes merely therapeutic.  His salvation is set forth to solve the problems of this life, to meet your felt needs, to make you feel better about yourself.  But the root issue of sin is never dealt with.  Therefore, churches today are full of people with high esteem but who remain under the wrath of God.


What we learn from Jesus’ dialogue is that human defilement is not a physical ailment that can be cured by human methods but a spiritual ailment that can only be cured with a new heart.

I.   Jesus’ Proclamation to the Multitude (7:14-16)


It was one thing for Jesus to reject the Pharisees’ confidence in the oral traditions of the elders.  But the question concerning cleanliness But at some point in this debate Jesus must refute the theology of the Pharisees which underlies the trick question as recounted in Mark 7:5 – “Why don't your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with `unclean’ hands?”  What follows in our verses today should best be seen as a continuation of the debate between Jesus and the Pharisees.  While Jesus had shown that the question his opponents put to him was malicious, Jesus will now take the matter one step further.  He will expose the reason why the question was flawed in the first place.  These men from Jerusalem –despite their great learning and extensive knowledge of the Torah – had no true (or biblical) understanding of sin.  In their minds the act of washing the hands before eating provided a righteousness which was sufficient to receive God’s blessing.  This was the nature of the relationship between God and man under the Old Covenant.  Under that agreement, man was blessed for obedience to God’s law and cursed for disobedience.  Jesus demonstrated how poorly the Pharisees understood the very law they were claiming to defend.

1.  Jesus’ gathering (v. 14a)


As I was meditating on this text I was struck by the opening words given by Mark to introduce this dialogue that Jesus now has with the crowd.  As we have worked our way through this gospel, we have noticed that the crowds were always in the presence of Jesus.  Everywhere that Jesus went, whether it was Jerusalem, Nazareth, Capernaum, or in His travels in and around Galilee, the crowds were vying for His attention in hopes that He would cure them of their ailments.  They sought Him for healing, both from the physical ailments of sickness and disease as well as from the torment and agony of demonic possession.  They often brought others, family and friends, for the same purpose.  There was nowhere that Jesus went where His popularity in this regard did not precede Him.  Everywhere Jesus was the crowds were, often causing Him physical and spiritual exhaustion in His work of proclaiming the kingdom of God.


However, on this occasion Mark writes, “After He called the crowd to Him again.”  The crowds were nowhere to be found.  We last saw them at the end of chapter 6 after Jesus leaves Capernaum following the feeding of the 5,000.  Immediately after this miracle, Jesus commands the disciples to get in a boat and go to Bethsaida where He would meet up with them later.  We saw that He came to them a bit sooner than they expected, walking on the water.  He then gets in the boat and finishes the journey with them.  And the crowds came.  We read in 6:54-56, “54 When they got out of the boat, immediately the people recognized Him, 55 and ran about that whole country and began to carry here and there on their pallets those who were sick, to the place they heard He was. 56 Wherever He entered villages, or cities, or countryside, they were laying the sick in the market places, and imploring Him that they might just touch the fringe of His cloak; and as many as touched it were being cured.”


But now the crowd has departed.  We have no mention of when or why the crowd had dispersed.  But what we do have is the narrative we looked at last week that Jesus completes in this text, the occasion of the obstinate scribes and Pharisees making the trek from Jerusalem with one thing on their minds – to end Jesus ministry once and for all.  The crowds were there when these religious leaders arrived but are gone by the end of Jesus’ rebuke of these men because of their relentless pursuit of the traditions of men rather than the commandments of God.  Some believe that the crowds departed a short distance out of respect for this delegation that had come to question Jesus.  While this could be the case, it does not seem to fit with what we have noticed about these crowds in the past.


I would suggest that the crowds became uncomfortable with Jesus’ confrontation with these religious leaders, men whom they respected.  I am sure that initially the crowd took great interest in the accusation of these men concerning the impurity of Jesus’ disciples.  But when Jesus confronts these religious zealots, they suddenly realize that perhaps they are in the wrong place at the wrong time, sort of like we do when a parent disciplines their child in our presence.  You know the feeling.  You get uneasy and look the other way or back away until the confrontation between parent and child is complete.  We feel as if we have invaded their privacy.


I think that is what happened here.  The crowds were listening intently, and then Jesus drops a bomb, “Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites” (v. 6).  “You honor me with your lips, but your hearts are far from Me.  You worship Me in vain.  You teach false doctrine.  In doing so, you neglect the command of God, set aside the command of God, thus invalidating the word of God by your tradition.”  The people thought, “Perhaps we ought to get away while we can.  After all, it is those same traditions we follow and if Jesus is lighting into them, then He will certainly come after us next.”  So they depart.


But Jesus, showing great mercy, compassion, and grace, gathers them back to Him.  He wants them to know their greatest need, the reason they had this need, and the only way in which this need could be satisfied.  There problem was the defilement of sin and what they were being taught by the scribes and Pharisees would do nothing for them in God’s judgment.  So, He “called the crowd to Him again” and proclaims the source of their depravity, the fountain of their spiritual defilement.  But before He makes this proclamation, He first commands something of the crowd.

2.  Jesus’ command (v. 14b)


Having silenced the scribes and Pharisees (who evidently have now departed), Jesus addresses the crowd.  This command from Jesus is threefold.  First, He tells them to “Listen.”  At the outset Jesus lets them know that what He is about to say is of utmost importance.  The verb for “listen” occurs nine times in Mark in the context of solemn pronouncements.
  What Jesus was about to say was for them and to them so they should listen very intently.


But Jesus continues by telling them who they were to listen to, “Listen to Me, all of you.”  Not the scribes and the Pharisees, who have invalidated the word of God by their tradition.  You “listen to Me,” the very embodiment of the Word.  “Listen to Me” because I alone have conversed with the Father and pass along only what He tells Me for it alone is truth.  “Listen to Me” for I and the Father are One.  “Listen to Me” for I alone am the source of divine truth.  Conversely, Jesus is telling them to stop listening to the teachings and traditions of men.  


The command of Jesus is instructive for us.  Everyone present this morning is listening to something. 


But they were not only to listen to Him, but they were to “understand” what He said.  This was an urgent appeal by Jesus to the crowd.  They were to listen and understand what He was about to tell them.  They would prove their understanding by their response to the truth which He proclaimed.

3.  Jesus’ statement (v. 15)

Jesus then utters this revolutionary statement in the form of a parable, “There is nothing outside the man which can defile him if it goes into him; but the things which proceed out of the man are what defile the man.”  Jesus was not simply asserting that pollutions from within are more serious than pollutions from without.  He is making a clear distinction between the physical and the moral.  His statement placed Him in direct opposition to the view of the scribes and Pharisees concerning ceremonial defilement.  The crowd, if they truly understood, would see that Jesus was opposing the interpretation of the Law that had been handed down by tradition.  It should come as no surprise that this radical statement offended the Pharisees (Mt. 15:12).  In essence, Jesus here forthrightly proclaims that their religion was all wrong.  They had totally missed both the purpose and intent of these ceremonial laws.  In doing so, they sought to make themselves right with God in a way that was impossible.  Their adherence to externals only cleaned them up on the outside, and that inadequately, but did nothing to solve their real dilemma.
II.  Jesus’ Explanation to the Disciples (7:17-23)


  Having stated the truth in this general way to the crowd, Jesus now leaves them and entered somebody’s house and continues this conversation with the disciples.  We might have expected that the religious leaders and the crowds would not understand Jesus’ message.  But what is surprising is that the disciples failed to understand what Jesus was saying.  They ask Him, “What is the meaning of this parable, that it’s not what goes into a man that corrupts him, but what comes out of him?”


1.  Restates the change from old to new


In the first part of the passage, Jesus openly criticized the oral traditions of the elders.  Now He turns the heat up.  In this part, He abrogates the ceremonial law of the Old Testament dealing with clean and unclean foods.  These laws are found in two lengthy sections in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 11.  There we read of a number of foods that were rendered unclean by God.  We know that southern barbecue was not allowed under the Old Covenant.  Jesus tells them here that this was no longer the case.  These laws, and by inference all of the ceremonial law, had been abrogated.  Mark gives us a hint of this in v. 19 with his parenthetical statement, “Thus He declared all foods clean.”  This is why Jesus’ teaching here was absolutely shocking to them.  Jesus was saying that His commandment superseded that of the Old Testament.


So why had God given these rules concerning clean and unclean to the Jews?  Remember that they were in a childhood stage in the Old Testament.  God in His grace came to them and taught them as little children.  He gave them these ceremonial laws.  But they failed to recognize that these laws, particularly these laws of clean and unclean, were given to teach them the fundamental character of sin and to point them to the Christ.  Geoff Thomas notes:

God was saying this to them at a time when their redemption was symbolical and shadowy, and indeed everything that touched their religion was anticipatory… It was all a part of temporary expectations for the coming Messiah. These ceremonial laws were a code about him, or we could say that they were signposts preparing for the arrival of Jesus Christ and the real cleansing he was to accomplish for the world of Jews and Gentiles in the laundry he set up on Golgotha. Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. So the ceremonial laws about clean and unclean foods are becoming irrelevant. They were not worthless; they were correct! They were not irrelevant until the deeper truth that they pointed to had arrived. They were fulfilled in nothing less than the Son of God himself. Now they are being dismantled. Everything the scriptures were getting at reached a peak in Jesus Christ; from now on everything is going to be different.


So Jesus point here is that unlike what they had been taught by the religious leaders, these ceremonial laws did nothing for the human condition.  And lest we miss how strong these traditions were we need to remember Peter, who was present on this occasion.  Peter struggled mightily with Jesus assertion about clean and unclean foods.  It was this same Peter who receives a vision from God at Joppa in Acts chapter 10, where this truth of clean and unclean is reinforced.  Form that vision Peter understands that the saving truth of the gospel was as much for the Gentiles as the Jews.  But he still is dogged by tradition.  In Galatians 2, when it came down to it, because of the pressure of fellow Jews he separated himself from the Gentiles and their unclean foods, and went and ate only kosher foods.  Paul openly rebuked him on that occasion.  

 
2.  Source of defilement is the human heart


Jesus reinforces this truth that it is not what is outside a man that defiles him by way of illustration.  Foods were not the issue because food enters into a man through the mouth and goes straight to the stomach where it is processed and then eliminated, literally, “goes out into the toilet.”  While this in and of itself is a testimony of God’s miraculous creation of the human body, it does not relate in any way to man’s condition.  Jesus’ point is that food cannot defile a man.  Even if it is touched by unclean hands and therefore defiled, food is not the issue because it never touches the heart, which is the true source of defilement in a man.  Concerning what defiles a man, the heart of the issue is an issue of the heart.


When Jesus speaks of the “heart,” he is not speaking of a biological organ that is necessary for man’s livelihood.  In biblical language, the heart refers to what John Murray called “the dispositional complex” at the very center of a person’s life.  The heart is the seat of our intellect, our thoughts, our decision-making, and our affections and desires.  It refers to the soul of man, the mind and the spirit that drive a man’s passions.  And the Bible says that the heart is utterly corrupt by nature.  We are born with a heart inherited from our first parents that is bent continually toward evil.  We are born with hearts that are at enmity with God with no desire to serve Him for His glory and thus fulfill the very purpose that we were created.  The truth is that man is born totally depraved, dead in trespasses and sin (Eph. 2:1).  But dead does not mean that man is not active in pursuing the desires of his own heart, which, left to itself, chases after the things of the world to satisfy its wicked desires.  Jeremiah describes the human heart as “deceitful and desperately wicked” (17:9).


Jesus describes the depravity of the heart in vv. 21-23, “21 For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries,  22 deeds of coveting and wickedness, as well as deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness.  23 All these evil things proceed from within and defile the man.”


The first group of terms are in the plural, denoting evil actions.  The last six are in the singular, denoting sinful attitudes. The first wicked action is evil thoughts.  The condition of the human heart is that every thought and intent of man’s heart is held captive by sin.  


The next action is sexual immorality or “fornications” which cover every sexual act that is abhorrent to God.  Fornications refer to defilement that touches the very height of human passion.  Fornications are distinguished from “adulteries” which denote unlawful sexual relations of a married person.  Sexual relations were given by God to man and woman within the covenant of marriage.  But human defilement of the heart is demonstrated when man takes something that is a gift of God and abuses it in following the desires of the heart.  That which is good is corrupted by man’s wicked, evil heart.


The next action is “thefts,” translated “covetousness” or “avarice.”  It is the desire of the wicked heart to long for what others have, demonstrating that the human heart is never satisfied, never content with what God has given.  There is an inbred desire for more and man will do whatever it takes to get more.  “Murders” further demonstrates the animosity of the heart towards God in the willingness to take the life of another, a life that is created in the image of God.  These are the actions of a corrupt heart.


Jesus then lists the attitudes that accompany these actions, “Deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness.”  “Deceit” contains the underlying thought of lure or bait.  It signifies trickery, cunning, and guile.  It denotes the use of various means to entrap others for personal advantage.  “Sensuality” is the unabashed and unashamed flaunting of immorality in open defiance to God.  “Envy” is unrestrained jealousy or a grudging attitude towards another, again demonstrating one’s lack of contentment.  “Slander” refers to the unbridled speech that defames God or another man’s character.  “Pride” simply refers to a man thinking more highly of himself than he ought, exalting oneself above others in scornful contempt.  “Foolishness” denotes a moral quality that ignores religious responsibilities.  A fool does not know God and has no desire to serve Him.


Jesus says, “All of these things come from within.”  No food could ever bring this evil about.  It is a picture of the human heart, corrupt by nature.  Geoff Thomas is correct in his comment on the human heart, “The disposition of every human heart by nature can be picture as a clenched fist raised against the living God.  This is the inward problem of a bad heart – a heart that loves sin, a heart that is the spring of sin, a heart that is at enmity with God.”


3.  Solution for defilement is a new heart


Given this truth that the heart is the source of corruption, then the solution is not in a reformed heart or an improved heart.  That was the problem with the traditions of the elders.  In believing that the source of defilement was in external things, they sought to cleanse themselves by external things.  If their hands were dirty, they washed them.  They sought to cleanse everything by the Law.  They sought to purify themselves by their works.  But their greatest need was not to have washed hands, but a washed heart.

Titus 3:3-7 – 3 For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to various lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another. 4 But when the kindness of God our Savior and His love for mankind appeared, 5 He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, 6 whom He poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 so that being justified by His grace we would be made heirs according to the hope of eternal life.
Conclusion

1.  Is it possible that you have become Pharisaical in your listening to God’s Word?

2.  Is it possible that you have become Pharisaical in your response to God’s Word?
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