Mark 7 1-37

In the previous passage, we learned the love of Jesus the Good Shepherd. He had compassion on the hungry crowd and on his disciples, who were afraid in the strong wind on the lake. When he came to them walking on the water, they thought he was a ghost. But he said to them, “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” It is the same Jesus who, in today’s passage, rebukes the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who honor God with their lips but not with their hearts. It is the same Jesus who calls “a dog” the desperate Syrophoenician woman, whose daughter is demon-possessed, instead of healing her daughter right away. It is still the same Jesus who heals a deaf and mute man with his fingers so that he can hear and speak. How do we reconcile all these seemingly different aspects of Jesus? Yes, it was the same Jesus, who has come as the Judge of the world, who bore the judgment of the world on his own body at the cross. The Pharisees and the teachers of the law, the Syrophoenician woman, and the deaf and mute man along with those who brought him to Jesus were the same object of Jesus’ love, which he shows in the previous passage, where he feeds the five thousand with five loaves and two fish because of his compassion on them. We are moved by Jesus’ love displayed in the famous five-loaves-and-two-fish passage. And yet today’s passage reveals the essence of that love, which distinguishes Jesus’ love from human love. I pray that this passage may help me to submit to Jesus, who is the Lord and the Savior of the world. 

Look at vs. 1-4. The Pharisees and the teachers of the law from Jerusalem came to Jesus. It is easy to find that their intention was not to learn something from Jesus. They were religious people, but they were not desperate for learning. They had heard about Jesus, so they came to examine him. The centers of their religious lives were themselves. But Jesus came, preaching to people, “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news (1:15)!” This made them a little bit uncomfortable. Although it is hard to tell what exactly brought them to Jesus, we can at least assume that they were bothered enough to make a long trip all the way to meet him. When they came to Jesus, the first thing they saw was his disciples violating their tradition. Jesus’ disciples were eating food with hands that were “unclean,” that is, unwashed. The Pharisees and all the Jews strictly kept the tradition of giving their hands a ceremonial washing before eating as well as other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles. That was how they thought they were supposed to live in order to seek godly life. To them, Jesus’ disciples didn’t match their standard. In other words, Jesus didn’t match their standard. So they judged him and his disciples: “Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with ‘unclean’ hands?” What mattered to them was to “live according to the tradition of the elders.” On the other hand, what mattered to Jesus? He said to them, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written: “ ‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.’ You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men.” Jesus quoted Isaiah, first. Isaiah spoke these words when he was prophesying God’s judgment on the people of Israel. The Pharisees and teachers of the law were talking about the washing of hands, and Jesus all of a sudden was talking about God’s judgment. They wanted to correct Jesus’ disciples, but Jesus announced the verdict that their hypocrisy deserved God’s judgment. Their intention was to worship God, but at some point they were seeking the false things, the traditions of men. Jesus went on to say, “You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own traditions!” Jesus took the example of Corban, which the Jews used to be excused from having to take care of their parents. The viciousness of such a tradition was not the devotion to God itself but the fact that they used the name of God for the sake of their own comfort. According to Jesus, they so nullified the word of God by their tradition that they had handed down. And they did many things like that. That was not so much what the Pharisees and the teachers of the law had expected to hear when they made the trip all the way from Jerusalem. And yet, to them who hadn’t necessarily come to learn something from him but to examine and judge him, Jesus exposed the truth of men’s hearts. Look at v. 14: “Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. 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.’”” From these words we learn that Jesus was not overreacting to the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who were only asking why his disciples were eating with “unclean” hands. In fact, Jesus was answering to their question the full answer, even leading them to the light of the truth, for their benefit, which they didn’t ask for. To them, eating food with ‘unclean’ hands was a problem because they cared about “cleaning” themselves by doing something. But Jesus was teaching them that it totally did not depend on what they did. Instead, the uncleanness of a man is decided by what comes out of him. What did he mean by this? When his disciples asked him what he had meant by the parable, Jesus said to them, “Are you so dull? Don’t you see that nothing that enters a man from the outside can make him ‘unclean’? For it doesn’t go into his heart but into his stomach, and then out of his body. What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean.’ 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.’” Why was Jesus asking his disciples, “Are you so dull?” In fact, the disciples knew that the uncleanness of a man was all about his heart. Jesus asked them, “Don’t you see…?” Everyone who has been exposed to God’s word knows in his conscience that what makes him unclean is the sin of his heart. God does not care about the stomach, which the Pharisees and the teachers of the law cared about, but he cares about the heart. The reality of men’s hearts is, however, that nothing good comes out of them. From men’s hearts come out evil things, making them ‘unclean.’ Therefore, all men are labeled as sinners, because no one is free from the evil things that come from inside. All men are unclean before God, who knows men’s hearts. Because of this, the issue of the traditions of men that the Pharisees were talking about was off the point. They were no better than Jesus’ disciples just because they followed the tradition of the ceremonial washing before eating, because they were the same sinners by the standard of God, who judges men by their hearts. All men are unclean. This truth seems sad. Was Jesus making everyone upset or sad by saying all that? In fact, Jesus was revealing himself as the Judge, who, ironically, had come to be with the unclean sinners, even with those who never accepted him and would eventually murder him on the cross out of their jealousy. As v. 14 says, Jesus wanted everyone there to listen to him and understand what he was saying. It is never a pleasant experience to be exposed as a sinner, and yet Jesus wanted them to face the reality so that they might come to know Jesus who is the Judge, who was with them face to face. Even the disciples who were there would only understand what he meant when they saw their Lord crucified bearing the sins of the world on his body. We should note that this was the essence of the love and compassion Jesus showed in the previous passage, where he fed the five thousand with five loaves and two fish. The loaves and fish were his own body, which he gave so that the hungry people might live, so that those who were enslaved in the sins of their hearts might be free. We should also learn that our Lord humbled himself to the point that he helped the arrogant religious leaders – those who attempted to judge the Lord in their self-righteousness and only deserved the eternal judgment for their impure hearts – to come to the truth that the salvation only comes from God. 

The next part of the passage displays yet another dimension of the gospel of Lord Jesus. After the encounter with the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, who accused Jesus for violating the tradition, Jesus left and went to the vicinity of Tyre. For some reason, Jesus wanted to keep his presence secret there, which he could not. Look at v. 25-26: “In fact, as soon as she heard about him, a woman whose little daughter was possessed by an evil spirit came and fell at his feet. The woman was a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia. She begged Jesus to drive the demon out of her daughter.” It must be an unbearable thing if one’s child is ill. Whatever the identity of the woman was, whether she was a Jew or a gentile, her little daughter was possessed by an evil spirit. She didn’t care who she herself was in such a desperate situation. When she heard about Jesus, the only thing she could sense was that there was hope. Her daughter’s situation was such an urgent matter for her, as soon as she heard about him, she ran to Jesus and fell at his feet. Mark had to explain that she was a Syrophoenician because of what would happen when she met Jesus. Jesus said to this desperate woman, “First let the children eat all they want, for it is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.” In a word, Jesus frustrated her hope. In fact, he told her the truth, no more, no less. Gentiles didn’t deserve God’s blessing but only the Jews did, because God had only called Israel as his people. The Jews were God’s children, who were not to mingle with gentiles, who were like dogs. However, we can find some examples from the gospel that Jesus healed non-Jewish people at times. Nevertheless, we have the question, did Jesus have to be so cold to the poor woman, whose little daughter was in the unsolvable trouble, whose grief was beyond one can imagine? Wouldn’t that have upset the woman even more? And yet we find her answer even more surprising: “ “Yes, Lord,” she replied, “but even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”” What we find amazing in her answer is not only her unexpected reaction but the source that shifted her attention from her troubled daughter to the person Jesus. She had come for the healing of her child. But Jesus all of a sudden began to talk about “the children’s bread,” which she came to desire. Her sight was limited to her demon-possessed daughter, but Jesus invited her to the realm of God’s sovereignty. This brought her to the confession to Jesus, “Yes, Lord.” Her submission to the Lord didn’t mean that she gave up in her frustration. As she found the limit and hopelessness of herself as a mere gentile, who didn’t even deserve God’s blessing at all, she found herself standing before the Lord face to face. The Lord was speaking to her, revealing the truth to her. The truth of God’s sovereignty stood; the sovereign Lord was standing in front of her. That was the source of her courage to speak to the Lord, “…but even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 

We can go on and on talking about God’s sovereign mercy on the Jews and the Gentiles through this passage. But the one thing we learn is that it was Jesus who had come to that area to encounter the woman. It was Jesus the Lord who was standing in front of the worthless Syrophoenician woman face to face, who was given the right to call Jesus Lord. Look at vs. 29-30: “Then he told her, “For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter.” She went home and found her child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.” Jesus accepted her request, that is, her prayer. She not only received back her daughter, who was like a dead person, but also encountered the Lord, the God of Israel, who would bring the salvation both to the Jews and the Gentiles through the Cross. The Lord was crucified by the hands of the Jews, whom God had called as his own, so that through their rejection the salvation might come to the Gentiles. And yet the discrimination was true. God exclusively called Israel to be God’s chosen people; the gentiles were supposed to be out. Jesus didn’t hide this truth from the Syrophoenician woman, who fully submitted to the truth. 

In the previous section, Jesus was accused by the Jewish religious leaders, who rejected the Lord; in this section, Jesus is worshiped by a gentile woman, who submits to the Lord. These two sections together depict the Cross, where the Lord bore the sin of men’s hearts so that he might fully judge the sin of the world and bring the salvation to the Jews and the Gentiles with the proclamation of Jesus Christ. Leaving the vicinity of Tyre, Jesus went through Sidon, down to the Sea of Galilee and into the region of the Decapolis. In this area Jesus had healed the demon-possessed man who had claimed to have the name “the Legion.” Jesus had been kicked out of the town after he healed the possessed man, because the people there were afraid. But this time they brought to Jesus a deaf and mute man and begged him to place his hand on the man. Look at vs. 33-35: “After he took him aside, away from the crowd, Jesus put his fingers into the man’s ears. Then he spit and touched the man’s tongue. He looked up to heaven and with a deep sigh said to him, “Ephphatha!” (which means, “Be opened!”). At this, the man’s ears were opened, his tongue was loosened and he began to speak plainly.” From these verses, I learn a few things: Firstly, Jesus did heal the man at the people’s request; secondly, Jesus healed the man in such a personal way; thirdly, he fully healed the man and the man became completely well. Mark doesn’t tell us why Jesus looked up to heaven and sighed deeply. For some reason, however, from this picture, I get a glimpse of the truth that Jesus was the Son of Man. Wherever Jesus went, people came to Jesus in desperate needs. They were thirsty. Jesus the Lord was standing in the midst of the needy people, who didn’t know what it was that they needed. They would never understand who he was, who was standing among them, even when he showed all the miraculous signs. The best thing they could say was: “He has done everything well. He even makes the deaf hear and the mute speak.” And yet it was the Lord Jesus who was there with them as the Son of Man, who would be declared to be the Son of God through his death and resurrection. Going back to the five loaves and two fish, we can find the connection between Jesus’ compassion as the Good Shepherd and the truth that he is the Judge and the Savior of the world. Jesus didn’t have pity or sympathy on the hungry crowd because of their hunger and poverty; Jesus saw the need of the forgiveness of sin in them. They were like sheep without a shepherd, because they were separate from God because of their sins. Perhaps that is why he sighed. What they needed was truth; that is why he said to the crowd, “Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. 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’ (7:14-15).” The Lord distributing the five loaves and two fish to the five thousand was the sign of the reconciliation. He fed the five thousand to reconcile them, whose inside was full of sin, to God. Because of what Jesus did in today’s passage, the Pharisees tried to kill him all the more. Jesus fully gave himself so that the sin of the world might be exposed and judged in him, so that the salvation might come both the Jews and the Gentiles and he might be revealed as the sovereign Lord over all. Amen. 

