16.12.09  Mark 7:1-30   Is cleanliness next to godliness?
midweekchurch  Mark 7a (mid)
I want us to start off tonight by thinking about our toothbrush. It’s good to have clean teeth isn’t it? We need our teeth to be strong, healthy and clean and so hopefully we brush our teeth regularly to achieve that. Morning and night we are told is the best thing for them. And if we are especially good we might get those toothbrushes that clean our tongue as well. We might even floss once a week because we see the value of a clean teeth & mouth.
But does that affect our speech? Does having a clean mouth stop us from swearing or blaspheming? Does it mean only true, encouraging and helpful words come out of our mouths? Of course not. Just as your Mum washing your mouth out with soap was never going to clean up your speech, so neither will a good scrubbing with a toothbrush. That can only affect our appearance, our outsides, it will never do anything with the source of our words, our insides, our heart.

That’s what Jesus wants to talk about tonight. Not clean teeth, nor clean hands, nor clean actions but a clean heart. How can we be clean on the inside? How can we live lives of purity and holiness? What can you and I do to really clean up our act and our lives and live the way that Jesus wants us to live? And can what we do tonight at midweekchurch somehow scotch guard our lives so that the dirt of the world doesn’t get in?
1. Clean Hands (verses 1-8) Well when we pick up the action with Jesus there is a dispute between him and the Pharisees over clean hands. You see the Pharisees had noticed that some of the disciples were eating with unclean hands. It wasn’t that they hadn’t washed their hands and this was a hygiene issue, getting rid of any possible infection. It was that they hadn’t ceremonially cleaned their hands to get rid of any sin from the world around them. The Pharisees were concerned, really concerned, that if an ungodly person or a Gentile had touched the food then their sin would be transferred from them to us!
Now before we get to hard on the Pharisees that is not a bad desire its it? To remain pure, clean, holy. To not let the dirt, the moral filth around us come inside of our lives.  To not even give it a chance. And they probably got this idea from the OT law itself. 
For the Jewish priests who served in the temple in Jerusalem used to ceremonially wash their hands before touching the sacrifices. God had told them to do that. Now if the Jewish people as a whole were to be a nation of priests as the Old Testament claims, then wouldn’t God require all people in Israel to live by the same standards he required of the Jewish priests? So they believed that all Jewish people ought to follow the example of the temple priests by washing before each and every meal. Hands, cups, pitchers, kettles, the lot. We will only eat kosher food and we will make sure everything that goes inside of us is holy.
Now we don’t act exactly like the Pharisees but sometimes Christians today do something similar. A meal cannot be had unless we say grace before it for the grace makes the food acceptable in God’s sight. Or we don’t eat meat on a Friday because we need to make this sacrifice to remember that Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice for us. Or we don’t eat certain types of seafood or pork, we don’t allow caffeine at all in our diet, we remain vegetarians or vegans because we think this will make us more holy, more clean on the inside. 

So WE OFTEN TRY TO SOLVE OUR PROBLEMS WITH SIN BY FOCUSING ON SURFACE ISSUES. On what we eat, on what we put inside of our bodies. Not because of our desire to live a healthy lifestyle, but out of our desire to be holy, to be more like God Himself.
But Jesus wasn’t particularly impressed with that sort of an attitude. In fact he calls it hypocritical. Honouring Him with our lips and not our hearts. Following man made rules and acting as if they are from God Himself. Elsewhere he says if we tithe our mint and herbs and yet promote injustice. If we head off to Church to do our religious duty and yet walk past the man hurt on the side of the road. It may look like we are holy, but we are not.

When I was doing my HSC, our compulsory Shakespeare text was Macbeth and in it Lady Macbeth after killing a rival tries to wash the blood off her hands but water can never wash away the guilt. She cries “Out damn spot” but no matter what outwards acts she does, it will not make any difference on the inside. Clean hands are not the way to go.

Friends we have to be careful that we don’t try and solve our sin problems, our holiness issues by focusing on surface issues – what we eat, how we say grace, what we abstain from. The Pharisees tried that, they tried clean hands and they also tried ....

2. Clean Actions (verses 9 to 13) They tried to hold onto the ways that the religious have always done things, to the traditions, in the hope that that would make them clean, make them acceptable, make them holy in God’s sight. So they followed the rules and regulations of the Old Testament and they mixed in with that, the rules and regulations of their spiritual forebears. They thought that if they did what was always done in the past then God would see how holy they really were.

The Christian writer Jaroslav Pelikan, once wrote: “Tradition is the living faith of those now dead. Traditionalism is the dead faith of those still living.” Now Pelikan was not knocking tradition. In fact, he was a staunch supporter of tradition. What he was knocking was a blind adherence to traditions by simply going through the motions without a heart commitment.
I read this week the story of the Russian Czar who in 1903 noticed a sentry posted on the Kremlin grounds for no apparent reason. When he inquired, he discovered that in 1776 Catherine the Great found on that very spot the first flower of spring. She ordered that a sentry be posted there so that no one would trample that flower. So - a sentry was dutifully posted on that spot for the next 127 years! Some traditions die hard.
And religious traditions seem to die harder than that. One example that Jesus points out is the one he mentions in verses 10 to 13. He cites the fifth commandment from the Old Testament law, the command to honour your mum and dad. Then he cites a tradition among the Pharisees called "Corban." Apparently the practice of "Corban" was like our concept of deferred giving, where we might give a piece of property to a charity but retain possession of that property until after we die. Technically it belongs to the charity, but the charity doesn’t actually assume possession of the property until after the person dies. 
Now according to the traditions of the elders, as soon as you declared something "Corban" you couldn’t use it for anything else. If you declared a sum of money "Corban" but then your mum got really sick and needed money to pay for the doctors, you couldn’t touch that money because it was "Corban." Some people actually declared their assets Corban, not because they wanted to give it to God, but because they didn’t want to use it to help their parents. So the practice of Corban provided a loophole to a clear command of God. Jesus says that this is hypocritical, because it nullifies God’s command with a human tradition.
Now we wouldn’t do anything like that today would we? We wouldn’t see the poverty in our world and our need to do something about it and say “Charity begins at home” I will look after my family well so that they are never poor and turn my eyes on those in real need. Or we wouldn’t get so involved in our Church that we forget about our family responsibilities? Or we wouldn’t just to get our children baptised just because it is the done thing to do. We won’t ever turn what we choose to do  - an informal service, modern hymns, a break in the middle of the church service into essentials, even if we find over time that it takes away from our worship of God, would we?
Here we find out what happens when we focus on surface issues. WHEN WE FOCUS ON SURFACE ISSUES WE CONFUSE OUR IDEAS FOR GOD’S. We fix our family traditions, our Church traditions, our rules and put them over God’s rules. We think that we are holy by our clean hands or by our clean actions.  But it doesn’t work that way, instead it’s through a 
3. Clean heart (verse 9-13) I remember when I was a kid and I was playing soccer, I particularly liked it when it was wet and muddy. Because by the end of the game you were literally covered, head to tail with mud. Now when I walked home and I was caked with mud, mum never ranted and raved about how I looked, I never got in trouble for getting my clothes dirty – she knew it was part of the game. It wasn’t my appearance that matters, it was the effort I put in, it was whether I played with sportsmanship that really mattered.
It is not the outside that matters with God, it too is what is going on in the inside. WE ONLY GET TO THE HEART OF OUR PROBLEM WITH SIN WHEN WE DEAL WITH THE CONDITION OF OUR HEARTS. The problem with the Pharisees is that they were trying an outside-in approach to solve the sin problem. They thought sin could be rooted out by doing outward actions, things like religious rituals, watching what you eat, and so forth. But Jesus is saying that we have to deal with the problem from the inside out.  

If you fix your heart, then that will affect your evil thoughts, your desire for sexual immorality, your greed. It will mean that you don’t want to practise slander or envy or arrogance or malice anymore.  The outside doesn’t affect the inside but your inside will affect your outside actions. 
Other people will want to change the world through going back to traditions, by education, by legislation, by getting more money. But these things although good are not the answer. 

We only get to the heart of the matter when we deal with the matter of the heart. It is only when Jesus comes in and gives us a heart transplant that the work of holiness really starts to get somewhere. 
So the good news is that we do not have to do it all ourselves.  The prophet Ezekiel prophesies about what God is going to do through his Holy Spirit “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. 27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.” (Ezekiel 36)

When we trust in Jesus, God gives us a heart transplant, he takes out the heart that tries to weasel out of doing what is right while still looking “good” and he replaces it with a heart that wants to do what is right. We no longer want to obey the letter of the law, instead we allow the spirit of God’s law to change us from the inside out.  
4. Cleaned Daughter (verses 24-30) And we see an example of this in the very next incident in Jesus life. An unclean Gentile, someone who has never washed her hands properly, never followed the traditions of the Jewish people, never committed herself to eating kosher food finds Jesus. Jesus is tired. He wants to get away from everyone and at first reading it looks like he is being a bit rude, by calling this lady and all Gentiles dogs.
But on closer inspection that is not what he is doing. All he is affirming is that his ministry is to the children of God, to the Israelites. They are why he came to feed the children. It’s not for the others in the house, even those who have every right to be feed like the household pets that are attached the family.

But the Gentile lady says, but they get the crumbs, Jesus. Yes feed the children, let them have what they want, what they need but make sure we Gentiles get something as well, and we are more than happy with the crumbs from the table of God. For a crumb of God is still enough to get rid of the demon in my daughter. 

In circumstances where others have lacked understanding this woman shows real insight. The Pharisees are stuck in their religious traditions, the disciples don’t seem to understand, the crowds just want another miracle but this lady has faith, real faith. This lady has got the right heart and Jesus sees that and graciously cures her daughter and makes her well.

We should be like this woman. Not trying to be holy through our traditions or our eating and drinking but coming to Jesus in faith, looking for him to change our heart. Not just controlling what we put into our body but asking Jesus to control what comes out of our body. It’s not about stopping eating pork, it’s about stopping judging our brothers and sisters. It’s not about coming to Church and singing our hymns, it is allowing God’s word to change us so that we don’t walk by on the other side of the road and we do love our neighbour as God has loved us.
And this is best seen how we deal with people who are different to us. Who have a different religious tradition. Who are of a different age range, whose faith looks different to us. Are we going to dig in deeper to how we like things done? Are we going to judge them because of their drinking of alcohol or their clothes or the type of music they like? Or are we going to allow our heart, God’s heart placed inside of us to well up in love, in peace and compassion? Are we stick to our rules or concentrate on our relationships?
I’ll end with the story of a Church that was half way through its service when a homeless man walked in. He stunk of stale beer, his clothes were shabby, his teeth yellow and he began looking for a seat. People quickly closed up the gaps next to them and made it hard for him and so he had to keep coming forward until he got to the very front, looked around and sat right in the middle of the aisle. Now no one knew what to do.

And then one of the senior saints, an old elder started shuffling down from the back of the Church and everyone thought, this guy will get what he deserves and we can get back to our worship service. Now this elder takes an eternity to get down the front and then promptly sits down on the floor next to the man and stays with him the rest of the service.

Now that’s real holiness isn’t it? It is not outward appearance. It’s not about rules or food or washing, it’s about having a heart for people. It’s about having God’s heart within us. Friends watch if you want what goes inside of you, but make sure that God does something with your heart and then bit by bit watch how God changes you from the inside out.
