FOR SUCH A REPLY YOU MAY GO

Mark 7:1-37

Key Verse: 7:29

“Then he told her, ‘For such a reply, you

may go; the demon has left your daughter.’”

In this passage, Jesus is revealed to us as the judge of sin. But he is the one who came to be judged, and this way to create life in us. May God give us his holy vision as we study this passage.

I.  Clean and Unclean (1-23)

Verse 1 says that the Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem gathered around Jesus. Jesus was not in Jerusalem at this time, but rather in the region of Lake Galilee. This was about 75-100 miles from Jerusalem. So those who gathered around Jesus had come a long way. It was not unusual for the religious leaders to gather around Jesus. But from the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, he had come under scrutiny from the Pharisees and teachers of the law. They questioned his authority when he told a paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” (2:5-7) They questioned his choice of disciples when he called Levi, a known tax collector. (2:14-16) They wanted to know why he allowed his disciples to break the law by picking heads of grain on the Sabbath. (2:23-24) Eventually they saw Jesus heal a man with a shriveled hand on the Sabbath. This event prompted them to plot how they might kill Jesus. (3:4-6) Prior to this event however, there was no mention of where the Pharisees and teachers of the law who opposed Jesus had come from. This time, though, it is clear that the religious leaders had come all the way from Jerusalem. They had traveled a great distance, and as representatives of the religious capital. Knowledge of Jesus and his work was spreading throughout the whole region. (6:55-56) And while so many knew about his power and willingness to heal, there were as many who gathered to check up on him and even oppose him.

What was the issue before the religious leaders on this occasion? Verse 2 says that they saw some of his disciples eating food with hands that were “unclean,” that is, unwashed. For the Pharisees this was not an issue of being sanitary. It was a much more serious issue. Even Mark the author felt the need to comment on the practice, for what was considered common among the Pharisees and all the Jews must have been completely alien to others. Look at verses 3 and 4. “(The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders. When they come from the marketplace they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles.)” The parentheses tell us that for anyone outside the sphere of the Pharisees and Jews, this preoccupation with being ceremonially clean required an explanation. But to the Jews, and especially any Jew who purported to be religious, to disregard the tradition of the elders was to put oneself at risk of being polluted by the world and unclean before God. The tradition among them was so ingrained that it was inconceivable to ignore it. It was like ignoring God himself. That is the background of the question the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus in verse 5. “So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, ‘Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with “unclean” hands?’”

So how would Jesus reply to these Pharisees and teachers of the law? Look at verses 6-8. “He replied, ‘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.’” This was just the first part of Jesus’ reply, but it is surprising. First, the question itself seems reasonable, and not necessarily antagonistic against Jesus. It seemed like a sincere and even thought provoking question about life before God. Second, isn’t this the same Jesus that Mark described in terms of his overflowing and divine compassion in the passage previous? Then is Jesus in Mark’s gospel overly sensitive and reactionary? Or does he have a tendency toward an unpredictable dual personality? Actually, Jesus’ teaching is especially relevant to any person who is sincere about living a clean life, living before God or serving him. Jesus’ response seems harsh, but it is absolutely and ironically necessary for us, the more sincere we are about worshiping God and obeying his commands.

First, their hearts are far from me. (6-7) Jesus taught a surprising truth in verses 6 and 7 when he said that Isaiah had prophesied about these very religious leaders, that they were hypocrites, and their worship was in vain. They took the holy commands of God and made them nothing more than rules taught by men. It is surprising because of all people, the Pharisees and teachers of the law took the word of God and the worship of God more seriously than anyone. For instance, the common understanding of hypocrisy is living a life that is contrary to the word we profess to believe. But this was not the problem of the religious leaders in this case. There was no question that they meticulously held to what they professed, and when they held others to a standard, it wasn’t a standard that they weren’t already meeting. What was their hypocrisy then? Verse 7 tells us that the problem wasn’t in what they did, but in their heart. There is no man who can judge what is in a person’s heart. But that is what Jesus did here, when he brought the hearts of the religious leaders into the light of the word of God and the prophecy of Isaiah. The problem of hypocrisy is a problem of heart. Why is it a problem? According to verse 8, they were caught up in a tragic truth. As much as they tried to be clean before God, and to preach that others should be clean before God, all of which is perfectly aligned with the command of God given to the people of Israel ever since they left Egypt, what happened? They found themselves far from God. When they were far from God, their worship was vain. When they were far from God, the word of God became just rules taught by men. When they were far from God, they became so bold as to hold Jesus and his disciples to their standard of clean and unclean. At the same time, they were convinced that they were doing right, and they were sincere in their life before God. It is a tragic and inescapable blindness—they were at this moment far way from God, even opposing the Son of God, and all the while thought that they were worshiping him and obeying his commands wholeheartedly. 

Second, you have let go of the commands of God. (8) Verse 8 says, “You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men.” Here we can see a contrast between the words “of God” and “of men.” Historically, God called his people through his word. When he assembled the people of Israel at the holy mountain, right after calling them out of Egypt, the first thing he did was give them the ten commandments—the word of God, written by the finger of God—to sustain them forty years in the desert, and prosper them in the land of the Canaanites, that they might be for him a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Ex 19:5-6) And God was faithful to sustain the people of Israel through his word to the prophets for generations. The commands of God to the Jewish people meant the complete revelation of the character and nature of the invisible God. By his command, God created the heavens and the earth. By his command he judged the earth in the time of Noah. By his command he raised the patriarchs, and called the people of Israel away from Pharaoh and Egypt. By his commands he maintained the people of Israel as his people from the time of Moses. By his commands he judged their sins and the sins of the nations through the prophets, at the same time promising to send their redeemer, who would restore them and the nations in righteousness. The commands of God were the continual unfolding of the beauty and majesty and glory of the eternal God, who had made himself known by calling himself their God, the God of Israel. But Jesus said that these religious leaders had let go of the commands of God, and were holding on to something else—the traditions of men. 

By their insistence on their tradition, they minimized the value of the commands of God, as if by the addition of their traditions, they could make something better. Instead, they became hypocrites, they dishonor the holy God, their life became a vain attempt to worship him who they despised. When they let go of the commands of God, they let go of the very one who gave the commands, their source of life. What happened when they let go of him? In verses 9-13, Jesus gives a wonderful example of what it is for them to let go of the commands of God and to hold on to the traditions of men. “And he said to them: ‘You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own traditions! For Moses said, “Honor your father and your mother,” and, “Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.” But you say that if a man says to his father or mother: “Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is Corban” (that is, a gift devoted to God), then you no longer let him do anything for his father or mother. Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you do many things like that.’” These verses are a wonderful example given by Jesus. What had happened in their good and sincere attempt to worship God and observe his commands? When they developed the tradition of Corban, for instance, they didn’t sit in a dark room scheming how they could set aside the commands of God to honor their father and mother, and replace it with something else. The purpose of Corban was meant to make a person a gift completely devoted to God. What is wrong with that? But what happened in their good and sincere attempt to even be completely devoted to God, what happened in their daily practice of remaining clean before God? What happened to the best of the best of these religious leaders who came down from Jerusalem? Jesus said that they nullified the word of God. This is not just a small accusation. The word “nullify” means that they essentially became null before God as if they didn’t exist. In a relational sense, they were annulled before God. In an eternal sense, they didn’t exist before him in their very practice of attempting to be clean before him, to worship him better, to be devoted completely to him, but existed in the abyss, in the eternal separation between God and man. If God is life, they existed in death. It was an irreconcilable gap that no man could bridge, and they found themselves there as much as they attempted to live before God. How tragic. Paul described this in Romans 7:11, “For sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me to death.” From death, from the point of nullification, there is no return. The traditions of Corban and washing are the rejection of the righteous judgment of God, his eternal power and holiness, for they are based on an opposite truth, that man can be clean before God, can climb out of the abyss into God’s presence, can bring himself from death to life. When Jesus said, “And you do many things like that,” he meant to say that their practice was based on their continual rejection of God, their continual enmity to God.

At first glance it seems that Jesus is just piling on in his rebuke of the religious leaders, that he is overreacting, that he is too harsh on them. We sympathize with them because they tried so hard. Even at second glance, how do we reconcile this Jesus with the previous chapter, in which out of his overflowing compassion he fed five thousand shepherdless people with five loaves and two fish? In this passage there is not even the hint of an opening of a possible speck of compassion. From a strictly human point of view, Jesus seems schizophrenic. Now, after rebuking them so, Jesus literally turns his back on the religious leaders and addresses the crowd. “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.”’” Jesus pronounced a man unclean.  There was no compromise between the clean and the unclean. Here Jesus is revealed as the righteous judge. He did not compromise with sin, but instead he judged it completely, in accordance with the commands of God. He is the Son of God that Mark the gospel writer testifies to in Mark 1:1. What is unclean is never acceptable to God, and a man is unclean.

What would happen to Jesus as a result of this judgment of the religious leaders? In fact they were already plotting with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus. (3:6) Eventually they would carry out their plot. Jesus, the Son of God and their judge, would be judged and crucified by them, for he would never make a deal with the unclean. Rather, Jesus would be nullified by them because of his judgment on their sin. More than this, Jesus would bear all of the unclean things on himself, the sin of man, and would himself be nullified before God. The gospel of Jesus is the gospel of judgment on sin. It does not make an unclean thing to be clean. It is not a bridge from hell to heaven, or the overlooking of our unclean insides. It is the judgment of sin itself. Jesus came so that sin itself may be completely judged.

After he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about this parable. (17) Mark places this passage in the midst of the text in chapters 6-8, where Jesus is revealed to the Twelve, and so we can understand this revelation of judgment in that context. First, in verses 18 and 19 Jesus declared all foods to be clean. “Are you so dull?” he asked. “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.” (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods “clean.”) Obviously the disciples were caught up in the debate about clean and unclean just as the religious leaders were. Though they were following the one who could declare something to be clean or unclean, they were dull to his glory and didn’t see beyond food. So Jesus went on: “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.’” (20-23) Jesus is the judge of the clean and the unclean. He is the judge of men’s hearts. Who can judge a man’s heart? Jesus judges a man’s heart. What is the judgment? Men’s hearts are evil and unclean. The evil is inside, the evil makes a man unclean. What was Jesus teaching his disciples, and emphasizing to his disciples here? Jesus is the judge. He judged the hearts of men as evil. The judgment is complete. We know this because there was no loophole for the disciples either. Jesus did not pronounce them clean because they followed Jesus and not the Pharisees. Instead he pronounced them as dull and blind to the truth of God and his judgment. He made them to stand and be judged by him. 

II.  Jesus heals a little girl  (24-30) 

What happened after this? According to verse 24a, “Jesus left that place and went to the vicinity of Tyre.” The city of Tyre was along the Mediterranean Sea to the north of Israel, in present day Lebanon. It was part of what was Phoenicia in Old Testament times, and was always a Gentile region. Now Jesus went there. What did he do there? Verse 24b says, “He entered a house and did not want anyone to know it; yet he could not keep his presence secret.” Even as far away as Tyre, the name of Jesus was known, so much that he had to keep his presence a secret, but he couldn’t . 

In these verses Mark talks about one woman in particular, and then Jesus will leave the region. So Jesus went to Tyre in a sense to meet this woman. Verses 25-26 say, “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.” This woman came for the sake of her daughter, for healing. She was a Greek, not a Jew. She came to beg Jesus for help. How could Jesus resist helping a woman who begged him with such respect? How could Jesus not help a little girl who was possessed by a demon? But what did Jesus tell her? “First let the children eat all they want,” he told her, “for it is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.” (27) Is Jesus talking about what is right? In our minds we can respond to Jesus’ reply with so many appeals. For instance, is it right to withhold healing from a helpless young girl? Is it right to show favoritism? Is it right to come to Tyre if you are not going to heal? Is it right to call the Jewish race of people children and those from Tyre dogs? From a purely human perspective, we can argue about what is right. From this aspect it seems that in some sense Jesus himself was not right. As much as people are concerned about being clean, people are always concerned about being right.

So if someone insults our young daughter who we love, who is at this very moment suffering from an evil spirit, and calls her a dog, how do we reply? How did the woman who just received this seeming insult by Jesus reply? “Yes, Lord,” she replied, “but even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” (29) This is an impossible response. It is the complete denial of what is humanly right.  It is the complete submission to the very one who judged her, her daughter and her people as dogs. To use a word from the previous passage, it is the complete nullification of herself and of everything. In the words, “Yes Lord,” she denied herself any vestige of  rightness  before Jesus, even when she could defend her right humanly. But she did not leave. She found him still before her. From there she spoke the impossible words, “Even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.  She appealed to the one who had in every sense judged her. She was judged, her child was judged, her people were judged, but the judge was there. He stood before her still, at that moment. She appealed to the one who judged her, not based on her being right or even his being right.

What did Jesus tell her? Look at verse 29. “Then he told her, ‘For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter.’” Jesus recognized her reply as the words of life. It is more than just recognizing her answer as a good one. It is the recognition of the creation power of God in her answer. As in Genesis, when the word of God spoke into the void and the world came into being, in the same way, when Jesus spoke, there was no room for death or sin or demon. Verse 30 says, “She went home and found her child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.” How do we reply to the gospel of Jesus? Try to be clean? Try to be right? In this passage, Jesus judged the religious leaders as unclean, his own disciples as dull and blind, and a Gentile woman as a dog. This right after he had such compassion on a crowd of five thousand. What happened? We see the truth of life—new life—appear before us in his judgment. We are called to be opened to the new reality by his coming and his judgment. Jesus commended one woman’s reply to his gospel in this passage. May God bless us to learn what such a reply is in our times and for our people, and give us Jesus’ holy vision. Here we learn to come to Jesus the judge, that we may be judged, that sin may be judged. Here we learn God’s vision in sending the Son, that this world may be judged, and that the new creation may arise. May God bless us to reply to the gospel, and grant us 120 like this woman.

III.  Be Opened (31-37)


Then Jesus left the vicinity of Tyre and went through Sidon, down to the Sea of Galilee and into the region of the Decapolis. (31) Jesus went to create the woman, then he left. He went all the way to the Decapolis.

What happened there? Verse 32 says, “There some people brought to him a man who was deaf and could hardly talk, and they begged him to place his hand on the man.” This is amazing. It is the place Jesus was kicked out of when he drove the legion of demons from the man. Now they are bringing others to Jesus.

What did Jesus do? Verses 33-35 say, “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.” Jesus healed the man with the words, “Be opened.” Jesus who was judged by them and evicted is the same one who healed the man, “Be opened.” He came to be judged by us, but by his rejection, he opened the healing power of God—the kingdom of God. 

Jesus commanded them not to tell anyone. But the more he did so, the more they kept talking about it. People were overwhelmed with amazement. “He has done everything well,” they said. “He even makes the deaf hear and the mute speak.” (36-37) May God bless us to see his glory, which opened heaven to us in the gospel, in Jesus who was rejected, who by his suffering brings new life.

