Sabbath Day Sermon of January 21, 2012.
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Jesus Rebukes the Pharisees for Hypocrisy

Mark Chapter 7

Historically, the main religious groups in Israel in Jesus’ day before the arrival of Christianity were the Sadducees and the Pharisees. The Sadducees were one of the leading Jewish sects of Jesus’ day. Their name is thought to be derived from Zadok, a high priest during David’s reign. They came mostly from the priestly nobility, whereas the Pharisees came from all classes from each other and disagreed in theological matters.  The Sadducees objected strenuously to the oral law that the Pharisees accepted and practiced; it was known as tradition of the elders. They accepted the written Law of Moses alone, in their theology they were known for what they rejected such as bodily resurrection of the dead; future punishments and rewards on the Day of Judgment; the reality of angels and spirits, and overruling divine providence as against unconditional free will. 
Though less numerous than the Pharisees, they were equally opposed to Jesus. Jesus refuted the Sadducees on several occasions, although not as often as he denounced the Pharisees. The Pharisees were the most influential sect of the day. They believed in rigid separation from anything non-Jewish. Their holy book is the Talmud and their theology include (1) the most careful keeping of the law; (2) a belief in the immortality of the soul, the resurrection of the body and retribution in the afterlife; (3) a belief in the reality of angels and spirits; (4) a belief that God would deliver Israel and restore her earlier glory, and (5) a belief in the doctrine of providence along with free will. Overriding all of this was their belief that Jews earned merit by keeping all the major and minor points of the law, which countered the doctrine of justification by faith.
They hated Jesus because he did what they rejected [e.g. 9:3, 11, 14; Luke 5:21]. Jesus said they were legalists; he condemned their hypocrisy with vigor as can be seen in several passages of the New Testament [e.g. 6:2, 5, 16; 12:34; 23:33, Mark 7:6].

Wash their hands, i.e., “wash with fist,” or sprinkle their arms to the elbows.” Unwashen hands. This does not necessary mean Jesus disciples’ hands were dirty, only that they had not been washed in accordance with the religious rules and therefore were ceremonially unclean. 
In response to their criticism Jesus quote from book of prophet Isaiah how that God charged his people with hypocrisy; “theirs was a religion of the lip, not of the heart. They worshiped God according to their own inventions not from what God himself required of them in his revelation (Jer. 29:13).
There is a world of difference between profession and possession, between external acts and internal power. Many who say the right words do not possess in their hearts what they speak with their tongues. This harsh word was directed against the Pharisees, who knew they were guilty of hypocrisy. Today these types of religious fakes in the church are known as the wolves in sheep clothing.
The Pharisees added hundreds of their own petty rules and regulations to God’s holy laws, and then they tried to force people to follow them. These men even their modern generations claim to know God’s will in every detail of life. 
Corban. Some Jews were known to vow money to God and were declared to be free by the religious leaders from using any of it for the support of their needy parents. It was simply an excuse to violate the commandment to honor father and mother. They used God as an excuse to avoid helping their families. They thought it was more important to put money in the Temple treasury than to help their needy parents, although God’s law specifically says to honor fathers and mothers. (Ex. 20:12) and to care for those in need (Lev. 25:35-43). The disobedience of God’s law by these Jews to honor their parents was due to the teachings of the Pharisees which Jesus described as the commandment of men. We should give money and time to God, but we must never use God as an excuse to neglect our responsibilities. One of the most important ways of honoring God is by helping those in need (James 2:14-16).
Jesus says that the locus of sin is the heart, not the stomach. What one eats does not make him or her a sinner. But what comes out from within him or her, i.e., from his or her heart is what defiles him. The sins Jesus speaks about are not external to us but internal and spring from the heart: murder, theft, fornication, adultery, pride, etc. In other words, sin actually begins in the attitudes and intentions of the inner person. He did not degrade or denigrate the law, but he paved the way for understanding the intent of the Law. We are not pure because of outward acts—we become pure on the inside as Jesus Christ renews our minds and transforms us into his image.
Jesus and his disciples in their journey passed through Tyre which was known for its wickedness. Its king Ethibaal had claimed to be God for the beauty of his cities and wealth, but he and his beautiful cities were brought down to the pit thereafter by Nebuchadnezzar’s army at the command of the Lord God Almighty (Ezek. 28:1-19). They came to Sidon and went on to Decapolis, and Jesus entered a house, purposefully to avoid being seen for a quiet time, but that was not possible because right away a Greek woman, called a Syrophoenician whose daughter had an unclean spirit, heard of him and came and fell at his feet and pleaded with him to cast the devil out of her daughter.  In Jesus’ reply, “dogs” probably refers and points to their spiritual depravity. Jesus was saying, "Let the children first be filled; let the Jews have all the miracles wrought for them, that they have occasion for, who are his first priority to provide food for his children; and let not that which was intended for them, be thrown to those who are not of God’s family, and who have not that knowledge of him, and interest in him, which they have, and who are as dogs in consideration to their heathen characteristics, vile and profane, and are as dogs in their sinfulness.”  But this saying, also intimates that there was mercy in reserve for the Gentiles, and not far off; for the Jews began already to be surfeited with the gospel of Jesus Christ, and some of them had desired him to depart out of their coasts.  Even in our time, the children are still playing with their meat, and their “leavings, their loathings, have become a feast for the Gentiles. The apostles went by this rule, Let the children first be filled, let the Jews have the first offer; and if their full souls loathe this honeycomb, Lo, we turn to the Gentiles” (Acts 13:46).

The woman did not try to argue. Using Jesus’ choice of words, she pointed out that she was willing to be considered an interruption as long as she could receive God’s healing for her daughter. Ironically, many Jews would lose God’s spiritual healing because they rejected Jesus and his message, which many Gentiles, whom the Jews considered “dogs”, would find salvation because they recognized Jesus Christ. This demon was exorcised by Jesus from a distance. He never saw the girl nor did he touch her. Yet his divine power over demons was effective whether the victims were near him or far away. His word was sufficient, and his power transcends any distance. This power is available in the name of Jesus, and it is given to anyone who has enough faith to believe (Mark 16:17). 
Jesus confounds all his critics because he breaks all the rules and heals in strange and unusual ways. Here, in the coast of Decapolis, he pokes his finger in the ears of the deaf-mute, then spits on his finger and touches the man’s tongue. The man is instantly and perfectly healed to the amazement of the crowd. As it was his manner, he asked them not to talk about this healing, because he did not want to be seen simply as a miracle worker. Jesus did not want people to miss his real message. We must not be so concerned about what Jesus can do for us that we forget to listen to his message.
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