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Opening Prayer

My hope and my prayer, for you and for myself, is that we would never
be content with anything less than true faithfulness to our Lord, and that
we would thus be holy as He is holy. To be holy is to be set apart for the
Lord, to be distinctly and profoundly His. To be faithful is to seek that
holiness, to seek to do what the Lord has commanded in obedience, out
of love. I made mention last week that we would talk a little about
intention, and indeed that is going to be a theme in this. If you desire to
be holy, if you desire to be the Lord's (and if we are honest most in our
world do not desire to be His), then you must be focused on faithfulness
to God over all else. This is worthwhile, not only for our salvation, but
also for us to accomplish those things in the church, in our families, and
in our individual spiritual lives that we need. We must be faithful
Beloved, to the Father above all things.

Before we see what this looks like in our two scripture readings for
today, I want to tell you on the front end what faithfulness to God is not.
There is often a misconception, especially speaking as a pastor or church
worker, that faithfulness to God means sacrificing everything upon the
altar of the church. That is not true. Faithfulness to God is not an
abandonment of your family. The Lord has commanded us to love our
fathers and mothers, our children, our spouses, etc.; and He does not
contradict Himself by then commanding us to harm them. Faithfulness
to God does not mean that you have to become a minister or a
missionary or a martyr, although if that is what He has called you to then
you must listen. What faithfulness to God does mean is that you are
seeking to serve the Lord in your life every day. Our confirmation kids
know this as the smell test, for us we can think about it in this manner.



"Is what I am doing faithful to the Lord?" 99.9 percent of the time we
know if it is or is not. Is my speech faithful to God? Is my attitude at
work, or at home with my spouse, or on highway 14 faithful to God's
calling? Is how I am thinking about my girlfriend or boyfriend faithful
to the Father? Am I using my gifts, talents, treasure, etc. faithfully?
You get the idea. In our readings today, we can see why this is so
important. God demands our faithfulness, and He demands that we be
holy just as He is holy. It is what separates us from the world Beloved,
it is what makes us His. To not be faithful at our core, in our hearts, is
really to not be holy.

In Mark 7:1-23 Jesus has one of many recorded encounters with the
religious leaders of His day, the Pharisees. By the time we get to
chapter seven, Jesus is beginning to be well known in His ministry. He
has fed the five thousand, performed many miraculous healings, cast out
many demons (including the account we heard last Sunday), and has
taught about the Father every step of the way. His actions are holy, they
are set apart, as we would expect from God in human flesh. Yet, here
we see that there is a rub between Jesus and the Pharisees who travel
from Jerusalem. The issue, is that the disciples of Jesus are eating with
unwashed hands. A trivial issue in our eyes, but to the Pharisees and
religious teachers, it was a grave offence.

"For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they carefully wash
their hands, thus observing the traditions of the elders; and when they
come from the market place, they do not eat unless they cleanse
themselves; and there are many other things which they have received in
order to observe, such as the washing of cups and pitchers and copper
pots." The issue is not cleanliness in the way we think about it. Germs
weren't known about in this time, and the problem was not dirty hands.
The issue, was ceremonial cleanness. In the Old Testament, in particular
in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, there are laws given
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to the Jews about ceremonial washing. The purpose there is to set the
Jews apart from the rest of the world. In those laws, though, there is
nothing like what Jesus is encountering here. These rules, they are man-
made, and egregiously they (in the minds of the Pharisees) had
superseded what was taught in the scriptures themselves. This
ceremonial handwashing, which did nothing to make someone actually
spiritually clean, which had nothing to do with being faithful to God,
which had nothing to do with actual holiness, was more important to the
Pharisees than the miracles Jesus had been performing or the teachings
He had been given. Think about the scene in which this is occurring.

These guys travel all the way from Jerusalem to Galilee (which was not
insignificant) to see the one who the people think might be the Messiah.
He has been teaching God's word, He has been proclaiming everything
that scripture says, He has been performing miracles on top of that to
prove who He is ... yet they are concerned with a man-made practice that
His disciples are engaging in. It would be like a first-year medical
student going to watch a world-renowned surgeon who wrote the books
they use, just to criticize the way he holds the instruments when he gets
there. It would belike a middle school quarterback attending a sports
camp led by Tom Brady, but he criticizes Brady's throwing motion. As
Jesus points out, it isn't only foolish for the Pharisees to do this ... it is
also highly hypocritical because they don't care about what is really
important. They aren't concerned with faithfulness to God or with
holiness, just with following their own rules.

"Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written: 'This
people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far away from Me.
But in vain do they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of
men.' Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of
men. You are experts at setting aside the commandment of God in order
to keep your tradition." These are bold public statements from Jesus,



calling the religious teachers of the day hypocrites and experts at
neglecting God's laws in favor of their own. These are supposed to be
the most righteous and pious and holy and faithful people around. The
bastions of God's Law ... yet as Jesus shows they care not for the Lord at
their core, and it shows in their faithless actions.

Before contrasting their faithless care for handwashing, Jesus gives them
an example of how they don't care for God's laws, but only their own.
He comments on the practices of the teachers in allowing someone to
neglect their parents. To sum up what He says, the Pharisees had
allowed a practice where someone could dedicate things to the temple as
"Corban" (which means given to God) and neglect taking care of their
parents. Imagine, if you will, that your church not only permitted, but
encouraged, you to give what you would use to help your elderly parents
instead as a tithe. That is the hypocrisy we are talking about here, and
Jesus notes that there are MANY things like this that they participate in.
To bring this back to our main topic, I ask you, what does faithfulness to
God look like? Does it look like giving your life savings to the temple
instead of helping your aging parents? Does it look like ceremonial
handwashing, the traditions that we religious leaders have concocted up?
Or is it a matter of the heart? Does God desire your obedience in
mechanical function, or in spirit? The answer, Beloved, is of course the
Lord desires your heart. Faithfulness to the Father begins with the heart.
Holiness, as Jesus explains to the disciples, is not about clean hands but
a clean heart.

Turning first to the crowd as a whole, and then explaining it in detail
later to the disciples, Jesus said "Listen to Me, all of you, and
understand: 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." It is about what is in our hearts that defines us as holy
and faithful or as worldly and evil. There are many men and women



who would say that they are faithful to the Lord, yet they do not seek
holiness. They look the part, much as the Pharisees did, in the pomp and
circumstance in their lives. They tithe, they go to church, they have
their names on the membership rolls, they are a part of a committee,
whatever ... and those things are all good, but they are not faithful in the
things the Lord commands on their own. Many men and women who
may think they are holy and faithful really are the opposite. Their
speech is filled with malice, their hearts are filled with hate towards
another, they slander others, they cheat and steal and lie when it is
convenient, they make no room for doing the hard things in service of
the Lord like intentional study of His word or intentional prayer or the
inclusion of Him in their everyday lives. Beloved, I want this to be very
clear (because Jesus makes it very clear), being a faithful Christian is a
matter of the heart. Faithfulness and holiness go hand in hand, and we
are commanded to be holy as our Lord is holy. He is not to be mocked
as a second fiddle to anything else in our lives.

This is why we read Leviticus this morning too Beloved. In particular
we looked at components that should remind you of the ten
commandments. It all begins and ends with the command in Leviticus
19:2 from the Father "You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am
holy." What does that realistically look like, to be holy? The Lord
defines it. "Every one of you shall reverence his mother and his
father. .. " " ... You shall keep My Sabbaths ... " "Do not turn to idols or
make for yourselves molten gods; I am the Lord your God." " ... You
shall leave them for the needy and the stranger ... " "You shall not steal,
nor deal falsely, nor lie to one another." "You shall not swear falsely by
My name, so as to profane the name of your God; I am the Lord." "You
shall not oppress your neighbor; nor rob him ... " "You shall not curse a
deaf man, nor place a stumbling block before the blind ... " "You shall
do no injustice in judgement; you shall not be partial to the poor nor
defer to the great. .. " "You shall not go about as a slanderer among your



people, and you are not to act against the life of your neighbor ... " "You
shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you may surely
reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of him." "You
shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your
people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the Lord."
Beloved, faithfulness to your Lord and holiness go hand in hand. You
cannot be holy without being faithful to the Lord. You also cannot be
faithful to God without seeking to be holy. This is the foundation for
everything we as Christians do, and this is the point I want to leave you
with. What you want to see in your church, in your homes, and in your
individual life begins with this desire to be faithful and holy.

Do you want to see your church be useful for the Father? Meaning
outreach, and growth, and real impacts on people for salvation in our
world? Then we as a church have to be focused first on being faithful
and holy. The Lord takes care of the rest. We aren't called to be
entrepreneurial or novel, but faithful. Do you want to see your kids and
your family and your friends more involved with Christ? Then it begins
with being faithful and holy in your own life. Obviously it isn't a
guarantee that just because you work on your own life that others will
become better Christians, but it greatly increases the odds. Parents, if
you want your children to take Jesus seriously, you must first take Him
seriously ... all the time, just as an example. Do you want to see real
spiritual change in your own life? Do you want to be at peace in your
heart, do you want to fight the perpetual sins that drag you down, do you
desire to find your God given purpose? Then you have to start with
being faithful to God's commandments. You have to start with that
desire to be holy just as He is holy. Let us pray.

Closing Prayer


