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Mark 7:1-13 (//Mt. 15:1-9)
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D uring the previous occasion, we preached on the vertical aspect
of the Lord Jesus’ teaching, that is, our relationship to God in
Mark 7:1-13. We saw that man has a way of corrupting everything
that God does and says even through his religious behavior, with the
result that the Pharisees and scribes (the religious leaders and
teachers) were teaching man’s doctrines instead of God’s truth. And
we saw that this very thing has been happening in the church today.
We are as likely to be hypocritical as the Pharisees were, yet often,
we consider ourselves superior to them. We have corrupted the
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doctrines of Scripture and twisted the Word of God, so that what we
are doing is simply not in line with the Scriptural teaching.

God’s church is committed to do all things as his
Word teaches

We have done all kinds of things to the doctrine of salvation for
example, and to the life of the church, so that we simply have not
even arrived as a New Testament church. When you study the Bible
more, you will see that the church is not the church of the New
Testament. Today, what we call a church is basically a meeting. Is the
church equivalent to a meeting? How does this meeting differ from
a lecture at the university? Instead of a professor, you have a pastor.
Instead of students, you have church-goers. After alecture of an hour
or 40 minutes, we leave and go our separate ways. Is that a church?
That is a meeting, not a church. A church cannot be equivalent to a
meeting. We may congratulate ourselves that we know a church is
not a building, but we make the mistake that the church is a meeting.

Now in the New Testament, the church is a lot more than a meeting,
because if the church is a meeting, how do we fundamentally differ
from a lecture at the university? Is the main difference simply that
they don’t sing a hymn before the lecture, but we do? How does our
meeting differ from a lecture on theology at the Faculty of Divinity?
They have a meeting, so do we; they talk about God and the Bible,
and we do too. Presumably, the difference is that it might be better
that you enroll at the Faculty of Divinity because if you hang around
for three years or so, atleast you’ll come out with a degree. But if you
come to church for three years, you'll get no degree or diploma. Do
you see what I'm getting at? A meeting is not a church. A meeting
may be part of the life of the church, but a very small part. The church
must be a lot more than just a meeting.

So what exactly is the church? The church is a community of people
who share the life of Christ, who are committed to God and to one



another. That is one essential distinction from university students,
who attend lectures whether on divinity, engineering, medicine, or
physics, and are not committed to each other. Each man is doing his
own thing. You study your subject, take your exam, and have nothing
to do with the fellow next to you. You have no commitment to him.
If he is in trouble, you might or might not help him.

When [ say that we have not yet arrived at being a church, do you
see what [ mean? How great is our commitment to one another in
our church? Perhaps you say, “I'm sorry to hear that you have a
problem. I'm sorry your child is not well. [ hope he’ll feel better next
week.” We have no real commitment to one another. The church only
becomes a church when the people are committed to each other,
when we can truly look at that person sitting next to us and say,
“That’s my brother, that’s my sister, and that older woman is my
mother.” You cannot say, “Is your brother in trouble? Oh, too bad!”
Then you don’t function as a brother or a sister. The church is to be
a family. It is very essential that the church is to be people who are
involved with each other, who live together, who are concerned
about each other. And in so far as we have not yet become involved
with each other, we are not yet committed to each other. We have
not even arrived at being a church. All we have today is a Sunday
meeting, which will end in perhaps an hour’s time.

Maybe we pride ourselves on being better than many churches
simply because we have a cup of tea and a biscuit at the end of the
meeting. Many churches don’t have “tea or coffee time,” so they don’t
have a chance to get to know each other. We actually stay twenty
minutes longer than people in most other churches. I have been to
churches where nobody even shakes your hands at the end of the
meeting. When you stretch out your hand, the person walks by.
When you try the next person, he also walks by. I don’t call that a
church. That’s not even a meeting! They don’t want to shake your
hand because they don’t know you. They only shake the hands of
people they know. It’s really astonishing! Yet, at some meetings at
secular places, there are some who are willing to shake your hand.



This reminds me of the words of the Lord Jesus in Matthew 5:47, that
if you only greet those who greet you, how are you better off than
those people in the world? They do the same. So do people at such
meetings call themselves a church? I'm ashamed! If that’s a church,
then we haven’t even started.

So we were seeing in Mark 7:1-13 how man corrupts the Word of
God, and drags it all down to their level. In Isaiah 55:8-9 we read,

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways
my ways, declares the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than
the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my
thoughts than your thoughts.”

God’s ways are high; man’s ways are low. If we are willing to learn
to reach God’s ways by his power, then there is hope. But if like the
Pharisees, we drag everything down to our level, we have corrupted
and ruined everything. We must strive to implement the Word of
God into our lives, and when we do this, we shall have exciting pos-
sibilities. We shall begin to live like a community, where others come
and say, “How they love one another! How they care for one another!
How they really accept one another as their brother and sister! It’s
so wonderful!” That is the first step in becoming a church.

However, it's not so easy to do this. We have to overcome our
selfishness and shyness. We are so shy. The sheer effort to take the
initiative to say hello to the next person is already enough to exhaust
us. It takes us fifteen minutes to recover after saying hello to some-
body. We are so shy. Who isn’t shy? [ am shy. I confess to you that I
am as shy as anybody else even if you don’t believe it. | am absorbed
in the Word of God and that is why I don’t look very shy. When you
get involved in the Word of God, and get caught up in the message,
you forget yourself. John Sung was jumping up and down the plat-
form but he was a terribly shy man. When [ was a little boy, I could
not open my mouth without my face turning into a tomato. Now you
know how shy I am. Do you think you have a problem? I do too.



The key to overcoming shyness is to allow the love of God to lift us
up until we are carried by that love. So fulfilling God’s Word is not
that easy. It involves a change of attitude. It involves an opening of
our hearts to God’s love so that that love, shed abroad in our hearts,
just lifts us up towards God. (Ro. 5:5) We don’t drag God’s Word and
his love to our level. We are lifted up to God’s level only if we are
willing to go God’s way. It's so wonderful!

If all we are going to do is to continue as a meeting, [ will change my
job. Do you know what I will do? I will apply to the Faculty of Divinity
to be a lecturer. But there is one important distinction: although the
lecturer is lecturing to his students just as I lecture to the church, his
pay is a lot better than mine. So why don’t I apply to the Faculty of
Divinity? Because I aim to build a church, neither a college, a school,
nor another meeting. We must press forward to build the church of
God. Paul was a church builder. I'm not going to be a meeting builder.

Today, pastors judge their success by attendance. You couldn’t be
more wrong. It is success that you have 500 people in your church!
McGill University has something like 15,000 people. London
University, where I came from, has 25,000 students. No church has
25,000 people in it. Compete with a secular institution, and do you
think 500 is a success? Compared to the 500 people in the church, I
think I will run a university with15,000 people. So we cannot mea-
sure in numbers. I know churches with a large number of people, but
nobody knows each other. Do you see that all they have is a meeting?
A meeting is not a church. If a meeting is a church, then all we need
is an academic institution. You need commitment. You need to have
the life of a community of people.

I am sharing my dream with you! It is particularly appropriate for
me to share it with you after Camp Magog, because perhaps you had
a little taste of what it means to be a community, a family of people.
I don’t want us to forget that taste for a long time. We want the joy
of this community, and the presence of God in this community. That
is what is so important. If you have ever experienced the presence of



God coming into a community of people committed to him and to
one another, you will know the vast distinction between a meeting
and a church. But if you have not yet experienced that, of course, you
would not understand what it’s all about. That is what we are
pressing forward to. The quality of life is what matters.

[ may have shocked some people when I pointed out that the way
the church trains its people today is un-Scriptural. It is another
example of how we have corrupted God’s Word. We have Bible
colleges and seminaries, and we all, including myself, accepted them
without so much as thinking what is the Scriptural basis for this. Yet,
when [ stopped to examine it recently, I could not even find the
Scriptural basis for a Bible college or a seminary, to my great shock
and distress. We accepted because we thought that any institution
that teaches the Bible automatically justifies its own existence. But
it doesn’t, because that may not be the way God wants his Word to
be taught. Did it ever cross our minds that when we do God’s work,
we must also do it in his way?

That was the problem with the Pharisees. The Pharisees and the
scribes who were Bible scholars also taught the Bible, so they
thought that they were justified because they taught the Bible and
were religious. But they were wrong! It’s so important to be careful
every step of the way! It really came to me as a shock to realize that
not even the Bible schools have a justification for their own
existence, because that is not the way the servants of God were to be
trained in the Scriptures. It was not that the apostles did not think of
the idea of training people for the future work. It was not that
schools didn’t exist in those days. Schools were a very early
institution. It existed all the way back to the time of the Greeks. The
twelve apostles, the most highly qualified professors did not start a
Bible college. No, they didn’t train people in that way. But what do
we do? We decide that we know better than the Lord Jesus and the
apostles how people should be trained. So look at the church today.
Little wonder that if you train people in this way, you are going to



end up with meetings and lectures, because they are trained with
meetings and lectures. They don’t know any other way.

The task before us is to test everything according to the Word of God.
If we are going to have a church, we have to fundamentally change
the way we train people for the ministry, the way every member of
the church is going to function in relation to each other, the way we
proclaim the message of salvation. Every aspect has to change to
conform to the Word of God.

Part 2: The Scriptural teaching on our
relationship to our parents

Today, we will talk about the horizontal aspect: our relation to one
another in Mark 7:1-13. In the past, we have already dealt with some
horizontal aspects, but we need to deal with the Scriptural teaching
on our relationship to our parents. Let us read this passage again, so
that you can see this is an element of the Lord Jesus’ teaching here.

Now when the Pharisees gathered to him, with some of the
scribes who had come from Jerusalem, they saw that some of
his disciples ate with hands that were defiled, that is, unwashed.
(For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash
their hands, holding to the tradition of the elders, and when
they come from the marketplace, they do not eat unless they
wash. And there are many other traditions that they observe,
such as the washing of cups and pots and copper vessels and
dining couches.) And the Pharisees and the scribes asked him,
“Why do your disciples not walk according to the tradition of
the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” And he said to them,
“Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written,
“This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far
from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the
commandments of men.” You leave the commandment of God



and hold to the tradition of men.” And he said to them, “You
have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order
to establish your tradition! For Moses said, ‘Honor your father
and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever reviles father or mother must
surely die.” But you say, ‘If a man tells his father or his mother,
“Whatever you would have gained from me is Corban™ (that is,
given to God) -- then you no longer permit him to do anything
for his father or mother, thus making void the word of God by
your tradition that you have handed down. And many such
things you do.”

[ mention again that the washing of hands here has nothing to do
with cleanliness. It is ceremonial washing. You use a very small
amount of water, pouring it over the hands and vessels in order to
make it ceremonially clean. It has nothing to do with hygiene in this
case at all. The Pharisees and scribes who are Bible scholars and
teachers, who honor God with their lips as most Christians do, are
accusing the Lord Jesus’ disciples of eating with ceremonially defiled
hands.

Notice the Lord Jesus’ interesting expression, “a fine way” in verse 9.
He is pointing out to the religious leaders that they have a clever way
of keeping religious traditions. We, Christians, have quite a few
traditions as you know. For example, we make our own rules about
the Christian life. On Sundays, Christians should not buy news-
papers. They should not go to cinemas. They should not wear this
and that. They should not play the guitar in church, and in some
churches, they should play no musical instruments at all, and so on.
We, as evangelicals impose all kinds of traditions or religious regula-
tions even though the Bible hasn’t said a word about these things. Or
the Roman Catholics have their own traditions, rules and regula-
tions, such as eating fish on Friday. If you didn’t eat fish on Friday,
you'd best go to confession quickly. It may have started as a good
idea, to remember the death of Christ on Good Friday, but then it
developed into rules and regulations. I hope that we have removed
the sense of self-righteousness by now.



The Lord Jesus brings out another example in verse 11, this issue of
honoring the father and the mother. It is very important that young
people understand their relationship to their parents. It's very
distressing that even pastors today, are so poorly informed and
instructed in the Word of God that they give the wrong instruction
to their people.

Always honor your parents

In the last message, | mentioned that a girl [ knew very well from our
church in London, England, wanted to become a missionary. She said
to the pastor of our church, “I would like to serve God but my parents
oppose me.” And the pastor said to her, “The Bible teaches that you
must obey your parents. Therefore, if your parents say don’t become
a missionary, then don’t.” Certainly, the parents were not Christians,
so what else do you expect them to say? To this day, she is not in the
Lord’s work because of the advice of this pastor.

[ know very well that he is not the only pastor who gives this kind of
advice. There are still pastors today, who say you must obey your
father and your mother not to serve God, and I have a recent example
of this. Is that Scriptural teaching or not? In the very attempt to try
and think we are being scriptural, we end up distorting the Word of
God even in this aspect. Look carefully at these words in verse 10,
“Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother.”” Do you see the
word “obey”? No, but you did see the word “honor.” So let us get the
first point very clearly.

Unfortunately, I don’t have parents anymore, both of them have
passed away. But there was a time that | had to apply this scriptural
teaching into my life when they were alive. And I thank God that
when you follow the Word of God, your witness to your parents will
be such that they will turn to God. I share this with you because when
[ went forth to serve God, naturally, my parents opposed me. What
did I expect? They were non-Christians. Why would they agree to my
serving God? Being the only child in my family, naturally, my parents



placed all their hopes on me, their only son. One day, he is going to
become a great general, a great statesman, a great scientist, or at
least a great someone. But I followed the Lord Jesus in spite of their
opposition.

That did not stop my mother from coming to God. In God’s grace, |
have had the opportunity of bringing quite a number of people to
him, but seldom have I seen a person come to God as my mother did.
That touched me in a way that nothing ever has. She opposed me so
much in serving God. She was really hardened against the gospel. For
many years, | got nowhere with her at all, but when God broke
through in her life, she really came through. I will never forget the
day when she knelt down with me with tears streaming down her
face, as she committed her life to God. Nor will I ever forget what she
said to me afterwards. She said, “Eric, [ gave you physical life and you
have given me spiritual life under God.”

I cite this illustration because strictly speaking, I disobeyed them
when they did not want me to serve God. Certainly, I disobeyed
them, but I did not break the Word of God. Why? Because I honored
them. You can honor a person without obeying the person because
honor is an attitude. Let us get the first principle clear. You must
always, unconditionally, and without exception, honor your parents.
Even when you disagree, you must disagree respectfully. My parents
certainly did not want me to become a preacher. They wanted me to
become something great in this world. I had to disagree very
respectfully. [ said, “No, I'm sorry. This is the way I must go. I must
follow the Lord Jesus and serve God.” They were offended. My father
never supported me financially. He cut me off completely, and I did
not expect that he would support me. I said, “It’s right you should cut
me off completely.” But I continued to honor them, to respect them
in my attitude.

Understand one thing very clearly: “honor” and “obey” are not the
same. The scriptural evidence for this is very clear. Examine the way
the word “honor” is used in the Bible, and you will see that it doesn’t
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mean to obey by any means. For example, in 1 Samuel 2:30 we read,
God says, “Those who honor me, [ will honor.” When God honors us,
it does not in any way mean that God will obey us. The same Hebrew
word for “honor” is used in the fifth commandment.

We find this same situation in the New Testament. For example, the
same Greek word for “honor” your parents, is applied to all men in 1
Peter 2:17 - “honor all men.” As a Christian, our attitude to everyone
must be an attitude of courtesy, of respect. We must never be rude.
Rudeness is not a Christian quality, not even if you think you are
justified to be rude. If you are to honor everyone, it logically follows
that you must especially honor your parents. Always honor your
parents.

Had I disobeyed my parents in regard to serving God, and also not
honored them in my attitude, my mother would never have come to
God. She could see that [ was bound to serve God because of my
spiritual experience, but she could also see that I honored her in all
my behavior towards her. I respected her. I served her if necessary.
[ washed the dishes, and swept the floor even if she refused to let me
do it, because she was not used to the idea. In our family, the son
does not sweep floors or wash dishes. But I insisted to do it. I said to
my mother, “Please give me the opportunity to wash the dishes.
Please.” But she said to me, “You know I'm not used to this.” So I said,
“Please, give me the chance. You sit down and have a rest. Give me
the opportunity to sweep and vacuum the floor.” Let me repeat, it is
very important that I showed my respect to her, to honor her in this
way. As a Christian, you honor your parents unconditionally. There
are no ifs and buts. Yet honor does not necessarily imply obedience.
For example, we are also to honor widows (1 Tim. 5:3).
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Obedience to others is contingent upon their
obedience to God

Although we are to obey those in authority—“Be subject to those
who are in authority” (Ro. 13:1)—obedience to human beings is
never unconditional. It is always conditioned on the fact that those
in authority honor and obey God themselves. That is why in Acts
4:19, Peter refused to obey those in authority in spite of the
scriptural command to do so, because on this occasion, the person in
authority was not obeying God. It’s very important to understand
that when you don’t obey God, you have lost the right to be obeyed. The
apostle Peter says, “It is more important to obey God than man. You
have no right to tell me not to preach the gospel, because you have
violated the supreme authority, God, therefore you have lost the
right to command.”

Many pastors quote for example, Ephesians 6:1, “Children, obey
your parents.” In fact, they have misquoted that passage in two ways.
There are many different words in Greek for “child,” and here the
word “children” is the Greek word teknon. This word teknon means
a dependent child, a person who is a minor. If you are being financed
by your parents, you are a dependent son or daughter. If they are
paying your tuition fees, you are under obligation to listen to them.
Otherwise you must not accept support, just as [ didn’t. If you are
supporting yourself, not financially dependent on them, then you
make your own decisions in the way you live. But if you accept their
money, you are under obligation to listen to what they say. You
cannot have it both ways - take their money and do your own thing.
When you accept their money, you are in the position of a minor.

Obey your parents in the Lord

But Ephesians 6:1 says something else which is often omitted. It did
not only say, “Obey your parents” but it says, “obey your parents in
the Lord.” This brings us to this very important principle. In the Old
Testament, the parents were God’s representatives in the family,
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and the children were commanded to obey their parents because the
parents had the responsibility to teach their children the law of God.
Every parent was a teacher of the law of God. Therefore, the
rejection of the parents meant the rejection of God himself and his
Word. Clearly, the apostle Paul is very careful with his expression:
obey your parents in the Lord. So if your parents are not in the Lord,
they are non-Christians, the situation stands very differently,
doesn’t it? Even if your parents are Christians, and they tell you not
to obey God, you cannot obey them. Yet you must honor them,
respect them.

The Pharisees taught how to evade honoring your
parents

What was the crime of the Pharisees? Here, the crime lies in teaching
the Jews not to respect their parents as they should. The Pharisees
taught a religious method to avoid it. That is really dreadful! What
do they teach? You have to understand rabbinic practice to
understand what is going on here. It centers in this word Corban in
verse 11, the Hebrew word meaning to offer as a sacrifice.

If the parents were supported by a son or a daughter, atleast to some
extent, and perhaps the parents offended the son, who wants to take
revenge on his parents, he will declare, “The money that you receive
from me every month henceforth is Corban.” The moment he says
this he has declared an oath. The Corban is an oath. “What I would
have given to you is Corban” means it is given to God “as an offering.”
From then on, he doesn’t give one cent to his parents anymore
because he is now under the oath of the offering. But that doesn’t
mean he actually offers the money in the temple. He doesn’t offer a
thing in the temple! Notice the little tricky word “as an offering.” It’s
not that it is an offering, it is “as an offering,” it is equivalent to an
offering. This may be very hard for you to understand but that is the
tricky part about rabbinic law. This means to say that actually the
money which he would have given to his parents now stays in his
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own pocket. He doesn’t offer it in the temple because he did not say
itwould be an offering to God in the temple, but only “as an offering.”
Do you see that little play on the word “as”? It will be treated like an
offering, but it is not actually an offering. So he does not have to give
itbecause it is like an offering. Oh, one must really be twisted in one’s
mind to try and understand it! I had a hard time even just to
understand this!

When I looked in the Mishnah, the book of Jewish law, I found an
actual case on this, which illustrates exactly what the Lord Jesus is
saying. You can buy the Mishnah if you want to understand some-
thing about Jewish law. It is a big volume, and it is heavy reading in
many places. But I have read through parts of the Mishnah, and it is
so illuminating to understand the New Testament from it. What
happened in this case was, the son had declared his support to the
father as Corban for some reason that is not stated.

Then he found himself in an awkward situation because he was
getting married and wanted his father to attend the wedding. After
all, it’s awkward not to have your parents at your wedding. But
according to rabbinic law, the father was prohibited from eating
even the food in his son’s household, including the food at his
wedding, because whatever he gives his father was Corban, it was
“as an offering” to God. Think of that! Not only would the father get
no financial support, but he also could not eat of the food at his son’s
household or at his wedding. Therefore the son found himself in a
very uncomfortable situation. He wanted his father to come to his
wedding, but his father could not partake of the wedding feast.

So the son was struggling with how to solve this problem. Then he
hit on the idea of another trick to get out of the problem, and that is,
he could give all his possessions as a gift to his best friend, but only
for the period of his wedding. Due to this legal arrangement, every-
thing belonged to his friend and not to him throughout the seven
days of the wedding, so that his father could come to the feast and
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partake of the wedding. Then, he was going to get all his possessions
back at the end of seven days.

Always strive to maintain purity of heart

You need to really have a twisted mind to play around with the Word
of God in this fashion. I hope you have a legal mind and you can
understand. No wonder most Jews are lawyers. If we begin to feel
self-righteous and say, “Oh, these Pharisees are really twisted,” wait
until you read some theology, then you will be amazed how twisted
are the minds of Christians too. It’s not because the Jews are twisted
in their minds, or because they are somehow more complicated than
we are, the fact is that when we play around with God’s Word, it is
sin. Sin distorts or complicates our thinking.

Often, what kind of reaction did I receive from Christians when I
pointed out to them that a certain doctrine is incorrect, that it is not
the Word of God? The reaction was an exercise in mental gymnastics.
They contort the Word of God in every direction to evade the
difficulty. Even if it didn’t make sense, it somehow made sense to
them. Let us pray above all things that God will so cleanse our minds
that we live in holiness before him.

To be a good theologian, a good Bible teacher, a good Christian, it’s
not the most important that you understand the Mishnah, that you
have gone to theological college, but that you have a clean heart.
When your heart is unclean, you are going to twist around the Word
of God. If you want an example of this, try to confront a Christian
with an aspect of wrong teaching, and sit back to watch what he will
do. You will see an interesting spiritual performance of gymnastics.
The performance done on the single and double bars at the Olympics
will be nothing compared to what the Christians can do. Then when
you read the Bible again, you will never want to condemn the
Pharisees. You will see that we are all exceedingly good at this
exercise.
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Pray to God that your heart will be pure. When your heart is pure,
you will not interpret the Scripture too wrong in this or the other
direction. I have pointed out to you that hyper-spiritual interpreta-
tions can often be as wrong as non-spiritual ones. It's so important
to understand purity of heart. The Lord Jesus says, “Blessed are the
pure in heart for they shall see God.” (Mt. 5:8) I have heard some
Christians preach and teach the Word of God, and I have been
amazed that their spiritual discernment is much better than that of
the professors of theology. Do you know why? They see so clearly
because their hearts are so clean. The key to spiritual vision lies in
having a pure heart. Those who are pure in heart will see God.
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