
The Heart of the Problem            Mark 7: 14-23 
Introduction; Bibles; Welcome; High Five  
 
Background/context: this comes after Jesus feeding the 5,000; walking on 
the water; healing many in Gennesaret but that’s not what the Pharisees 
cared about.  
Start at the beginning because that’s where the question is posed.  
Mark 7:1-5 
Now when the Pharisees gathered to him, with some of the scribes who 
had come from Jerusalem, 2 they saw that some of his disciples ate with 
hands that were defiled, that is, unwashed. (Mark is educating the Gentiles 
about Jewish customs and religion) 3 (For the Pharisees and all the Jews do 
not eat unless they wash their hands properly, holding to the tradition of 
the elders, 4 and when they come from the marketplace, they do not eat 
unless they wash (until they bathe). And there are many other traditions 
that they observe, such as the washing of cups and pots and copper vessels 
and dining couches.) 5 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?”  
 
14 And he called the people to him again and said to them, “Hear me, all of 
you, and understand: 15 There is nothing outside a person that by going 
into him can defile him, but the things that come out of a person are what 
defile him.” 

• Our primary focus can’t be on behavior (1-5,14-15)  
The pharisees and scribes were all about the outward appearance. The 
outward behavior. They were so concerned that they walked 90 miles from 
Jerusalem to Capernaum just to get into Jesus’ face about it. 
 
They show up on scene, because they were wrapped around the axle about 
how Jesus had complete disregard for the long-established traditions.  
Specifically, not doing something that would make someone unclean. 
Defiled.  
 
Now washing your hands before you eat is always a good thing. But this 
wasn’t about hygiene. The amount of water being used was so minimal that 
it had little impact.  
 
No, this washing was ceremonial(ritualistic)in nature. And NOT doing it 
was ignoring and disobeying the oral traditions that had been established 
for proper washing.  
 

But the problem was that man’s practices became more important than 
God’s clear written law.  
 
God had laid out very clear written laws on how his people should wash. 
But they were few and easy to follow.  
 
Case in point: the priest before he came before the Lord to present the 
required sacrifices for the people of God was to wash his hands. 
 
But what happened over time was that the teachers of the law couldn’t 
leave well enough alone. And they began to try to “improve” on God’s 
laws.  
The premise was this… if it’s good for the priest to wash his hands before 
offering sacrifices, then certainly it can’t hurt if every Jew does the same. 
So, the tradition became: everyone needs to wash before eating. Period. 
 
And over the generations, it was believed that a failure to practice this 
tradition defiled the person.  
But what’s more serious is that they had elevated man’s traditions over 
God’s commandments. 
 
And Jesus wasn’t having it and he rebuked them for it. He made it clear 
that their focus was completely backwards and deadly wrong. 
(v.6-9) “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; 7 in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the 
commandments of men. You leave the commandments of God and hold to 
the traditions of men 9 And he said to them, “You have a fine way of 
rejecting the commandment of God in order to establish your tradition!”  
 
Again, the Pharisees were more concerned with the adherence to traditions 
(what they had put forth) than what Jesus was all about…obeying God’s 
commandments and the heart behind it.  
 
The Pharisees only cared about their behavior. Not God’s holiness.  
They only cared about looking good before men. Not God’s glory.  
They loved their rules, observances, and avoidances more than God 
himself. Not God’s love for them.  
 
When a behavior becomes more important than the heart behind the 
behavior. That’s legalism. 
 



Now before we start casting stones at the Pharisees, we need to take a hard 
look at ourselves. Because we are all guilty of doing what Jesus is 
adamantly opposed to.  

We all have the tendency to be hypocritical legalists ourselves.  
We show something on the outside that may not be true on the inside. 
We display a devotion and love that may be opposite of our real treasure 
inside.  

 
We have the natural tendency to place the emphasis more on what we do 
that who we are. Focusing more on the external, whether they be 
adherences or avoidances, we say in a sense, “A Christian is defined by 
what he does or doesn’t do.”  
 
And so, we end up spending fruitless time modifying our behavior. Or our 
kid’s behavior. Or our spouse’s behavior.  
We take matters into our own hands. But it just doesn’t work that way in 
the Christian walk. Because any behavior apart from a changed heart is 
nothing more but window dressing. It’s a facade. 
 
Not to mention, at the end of the day, legalism is idolatry as it elevates the 
human over the divine.  
 
Legalism makes our primary focus our behavior. Which is not good as 
legalism will always create the opposite of what we think it will.  
 
The dangers of legalism: 

1. It kills your joy-any attitude of “I have to” instead of “I get to” is a 
joy-killer 

2. It wears you out-work hard at doing and not doing/ like a good 
Christian—that’s exhausting and not maintainable  

3. It blurs your vision of God: it envisions a God that is keeping a 
scorecard and making sure we are doing our part.  

4. It puffs you up: we become Pharisees  
5. It stunts your growth: it doesn’t promote spiritual growth b/c it’s 

our effort 
6. It demeans others: it’s the standard that we measure others by, and 

they can never really measure up to us.  
7. It leads others astray: it teaches an unbiblical understanding of 

what our relationship with God should look like 
All that to say--our primary focus can’t be on behavior because… 

• Our biggest problem is the condition of the heart (17-23)  

Jesus gets alone with his disciples, and they need some further 
conversation about what Jesus just dropped. And as is usual he attempts to 
help them understand.   
(*you will notice that there is no v.16 /some versions include if anyone has 
ears to hear, let them hear) 17 And when he had entered the house and left 
the people, his disciples asked him about the parable (pregnant saying; 
heavy truth just put forth). 18 And he said to them, “Then are you also 
without understanding? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person 
from outside cannot defile him, 19 since it enters not his heart but his 
stomach, and is expelled?” (Thus, he declared all foods clean.) 20 And he 
said, “What comes out of a person is what defiles him. 21 For from within, 
out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, 
murder, adultery, 22 coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, 
slander, pride, foolishness. 23 All these evil things come from within, and 
they defile a person.” 
 
Food in the body comes and goes. The sinful nature in a person doesn’t. 
And it has deadly consequences on a person.  
If Jesus’ list doesn’t scare us, then we are not paying attention to our own 
hearts.  
 
Man is not kinda of sinful; he is totally sinful. All of man’s heart is totally 
infected with the reality of sin.  
 
Man is certainly not as bad as he could be, but he has everything he needs 
to be a lot worse. And some are.  
Even though I am far more sinful than I know, but for the grace of God I 
could be far worse.  
 
What Jesus is explaining in v. 22 is the total depravity of man. And 
confirms what is said in Jeremiah 17:9 The heart is deceitful above all 
things, and desperately sick(wicked); who can understand it? 
That verse also answers the questions of why is there evil in the world and 
why do people do such evil things. 
 

*On Wednesday June 1st a shooting took place in Tulsa OK at a medical 
facility at which time 4 people were shot and killed.  
 
To the credit of a local news station, they interviewed two local pastors 
and posed the question of “why?”. Why do these things happen?  
(Now this question is what we call a slow pitched softball question that 
any believer especially a pastor should be able to hit)  



The pastor that responds leads a church of 5,000 with another 24,000 
viewing online. And this is how he responds: “one of the things that 
we’ve understood… is these types of things have no real explanation” 
(that’s a swing and a miss) 

 
Now contrast that with what a guy by the name of GK Chesterton said 
in response to a similar question (GK is an English author and lay 
theologian like C.S. Lewis who came shortly after Chesterton):  
 
In 1905, the Daily News in London published a letter called "What's 
Wrong with the World" written by a reader who had submitted it for 
public review and response. The letter generated a huge 
correspondence from readers for months.  
 
Chesterton was one of the people who responded, and while his 
response is fairly lengthy, it included among other things this quote:  
 
"In one sense… the thing is plain. The answer to the question, ‘What is 
Wrong?' is, or should be, I am wrong.’ (the problem with the world is 
me) Until a man can give that answer his idealism is only a hobby." 
(IOW, he is just playing around in addressing and fixing the real 
problem at hand) *Letter to the Daily News, August 16, 1905, "What is Wrong" 

 
What’s wrong with the world, is the people in the world. Evil happens 
because people are fallen sinners. Evil is not some ambiguous thing out 
there that only infects some people at certain times. Evil is in the heart of 
man. Including you and me.  
 
We all have the capacity to do incredibly evil and sinful things. I think 
that’s why Jesus got so specific in his long list.  
 
Contrary to how our society believes today, before it’s about your 
circumstances, or your spouse, or your boss, or your upbringing, or the car 
in front of you as you drive down the road…it’s all about your heart.  
 
Why do you do what you do? Why do you think what you think? Why do 
you say what you say? Why do want what you want? Why do you fear? 
The answers come from within. Your heart answers those questions before 
anything else.   
 
And if our biggest problem is the condition of the heart then… 
Our greatest need is ongoing heart transformation (2 Corinthians 4:16) 

As he typically does in the Gospels, Jesus drops a truth bomb on the people 
and then basically moves on. He shows up on scene and flips the tables, 
tries to explain what he just said and did and then just keeps doing his 
thing.  
 
Jesus doesn’t give us the remedy to the problem. At least not here in this 
exchange with the people and the disciples.  
But he does say elsewhere: Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or 
make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit…For 
out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. (Matt 12:33-35)  
 
Now when the Bible speaks about the heart it means our mind, will and 
desires. It encompasses all of that. The heart is far more holistic in nature 
than we think of it as.  
What we need is a total transformation of our mind, will and desire. 
 
Students: the goal isn’t to just call yourself a Christian and try to look the 
part. The goal is to have a heart that overflows with the fullness of the 
gospel that permeates every aspect of your life.  
 
Parents: the goal isn’t just to have good well-behaved kids. The goal is to 
disciple your children. To shepherd their heart. To infuse grace, mercy, 
and truth into your parenting so that it penetrates their very being.  
 
Married couples: the goal isn’t to have a good co-existent marriage. The 
goal is to intimately know each other’s heart and quite literally live to 
draw it out and partner with God in sanctifying it.  
 
Singles: the goal is not to simply bide your time as a second-rate citizen in 
God’s kingdom. The goal is to use your undivided devotion to allow God to 
be your one and only true joy and treasure.  
 
Our greatest need is not more regulations. It’s not more cleaning the 
outside of the cup while not addressing the greed and self-indulgence 
inside.  
It’s not whitewashing the outside of the tomb while being dead and full of 
uncleanness inside. It’s not just appearing to be righteous to others while 
being full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.  
 
Our greatest need is a better heart. A renewed heart. We need to address 
the heart of the problem…the heart. We need help cause our behavior 
doesn’t change our heart.   



 
Now, if you are a born-again believer in Jesus Christ, God has already 
given you a new heart.  
 
Ezekiel 36:26-27 “And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will 
put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and 
give you a heart of flesh. 27 And I will put my Spirit within you and cause 
you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.”  
 
Meaning, he has made you alive. What was once dead is now beating with 
the life of the HS. He has made you a new creation. He has made it 
possible for you to desire, understand and do the things of the Lord that 
lead to life eternal. 
 
But that doesn’t mean we are sinless. It means as believers we are in an 
epic battle between the Spirit of Christ and our sinful nature that still exists 
within us, all the time, every day.   
 
And if our sinful nature has its way with our heart, it never produces 
anything good as Jesus made it clear with his list of rotten and sinful fruit.  
 
2 Corinthians 4:16 

So, we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner 
self is being renewed day by day. 
There is our hope. Not in us and our behavior. Not in checking boxes and 
playing the part. But in the work of God within us.  
 
Here we have the always present aspect of our walk with Jesus.  
We are deeply affected by sin, but we have been made brand new in Christ. 
It’s what we call the already but not yet reality of our salvation.  
We are redeemed but we are being redeemed.  
We are renewed but need to be renewed more.   
 
Only through the work of the HS can our hearts truly produce what 
reflects, honors, and pleases the One who has saved us.                          
Only by submitting to the Holy Spirit’s influence, applying God’s Word, 
and through the grace of Jesus are we able to truly affect the outward 
behavior.  
We desperately need our heart renewed/ transformed. Because only when 
things are addressed at the heart level will real change take place.  
 

Real change like; becoming like Christ, breaking strongholds, and 
addictions, walking in freedom, knowing God’s peace, embracing an 
identity in Christ, living for the audience of God and not the approval of 
man.  
 
This is certainly an individual goal, but it also has a more community 
element in it than we can realize.  
Which is what Biblical Soul Care here at Coram Deo is all about.  
 
BSC is a holistic approach that strives to care for the church by addressing 
the heart of any issue. Which, in case you haven’t been paying attention, is 
our heart.  
It’s about identifying the key negative treasures of the heart that motivate 
us do what we do.  
 
From Marriage Mentoring to Freedom Groups, Biblical Counseling, 
Marriage Retreats, and Griefshare, Pastor Jason Taylor has worked 
tirelessly to build a ministry that is flourishing and serving more and more 
in our church and community. We are blessed for sure to have his gifting 
and leadership right here in our church. Take advantage of it!  
 
But far more than it being just some niche’ ministry tucked over in the 
corner, BSC is a ministry that each one of us should be engaged with at the 
most basic level.  
 
We believe every believer, living in step with the HS and with the Bible 
open and being applied, can care for their fellow brothers and sisters in the 
church. We call this mutual ministry. We call this the church being the 
church. 
 
Whether over coffee, in small group, WM, through a text, or by just doing 
life with each other, we can serve each other by working to get to the heart 
of our issues. Instead of just modifying a behavior we want God’s people 
to be transformed. From the inside out. 
 
 
The key to a renewed heart is really quite simple: Ready?  

Is to treasure God more than anything or anyone.  
I say it’s simple because God gave us his greatest and very simple written 
law.  



37 And he said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. 38 This is the great and 
first commandment. Matthew 22:37-38 
 
What your heart treasures is what your heart will want.  
A heart filled with a love for God has less room for sin to grow.  
A heart that just wants to be near the Father is one that stops striving in its 
own strength.  
A heart that is renewed by the HS is one that experiences a renewed heart 
even in a fallen world.   
 
May we be a church that has a heart like that.  
 
Pray 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


