A Master Like No Other #5

“The Trouble with Tradition”

Matthew 15:1-20
Growing up in the sixties and seventies, I recall that my mother loved the musical (and later a movie) Fiddler on the Roof. I don’t remember much about the movie—I’m not sure I’ve ever seen it all the way through—but I do recall the opening scene as the main character, Tevye, sings the song “Tradition.” In the song, Tevye explains how the traditional roles of people contribute to the village. Overall, the song sets up the major theme of the villagers trying to continue their traditions and keep their society running as the world around them changes.
 This is a perpetual challenge for every generation as they age, trying to maintain a sense of identity and continuity amidst a changing world.

We hold to traditions in this church. When I arrived fourteen years ago, I noticed that every Sunday morning worship service began with the pledge of allegiance to the American flag. We continue that tradition, and have added the pledge to the Christian flag as well. We sing familiar hymns of years gone by—I think the most recent songs in our hymnal predate me! We sing the Doxology after our prayer time…and we don’t even announce that we are going to do it. Our order of service rarely changes. We would be classified as “traditional” in our overall style of worship. And that’s not a bad thing.

Traditions are good in that they keep us connected to our roots. Traditions are familiar and comfortable, like a favorite sweater or flannel shirt we pull out this time of year. Some traditions we pass on from generation to generation. Again, this is good.

The trouble with traditions, though, is that they can take on a life of their own. While a legitimate reason may have originally prompted the tradition, we often defend them by saying, “We’ve always done it this way!” The familiar becomes fixed and the comfortable becomes concrete. We stubbornly hold on to traditions and fight against anyone who even questions their validity or relevance. In Christian circles, traditions can even become a litmus test of spirituality. That is when tradition becomes toxic.

Churches split over traditions…most (if not all) of which have no foundation in the Bible! Christians fight over the way things were against the way things could be, often pitting generations against one another. One reason why so many denominations exist today is because of this struggle regarding traditions. Christians walk away mad. Outsiders walk away shaking their heads, thinking, “Is this what Christianity is all about?” Satan walks away laughing, knowing that he has won a battle. And I believe God looks down from Heaven and weeps.

Jesus faced this situation throughout His life and ministry on earth. The Jewish hierarchy was firmly entrenched in the traditions of their orthodoxy. God’s law had been reduced to legalism, encumbered by literally hundreds of added rules that had little to do with God’s original design and, at times, even contradicted it. And woe to the upstart who tried to challenge these traditions! For them it was a matter of life and death.

Matthew 15:1-20 records such a showdown between Jesus and the Jewish leaders over what was called “the tradition of the elders.” William Barclay writes, “It is not too much to say that, however difficult and obscure this passage may seem to us, it is one of the most important passages in the whole gospel story.”
 He goes on to explain, 

It represents a head-on clash between Jesus and the leaders of orthodox Jewish religion... It is not so much a clash between Jesus and the Pharisees in a personal way; it is the collision of two views of religion and two views of the demands of God. Nor was there any possibility of a compromise, or even a working agreement, between these two views of religion. Inevitably the one had to destroy the other. Here, then, embedded in this passage, is one of the supreme religious contests in history.”

Matthew 15:1 mentions “some Pharisees and teachers of the law [technically, ‘scribes’] from Jerusalem” who had come up to Galilee. This was a most unusual event, having such respected religious leaders coming from the Holy City to the rural villages of Galilee. Matthew makes it clear that they came “to Jesus.” It was not that they were paying a pastoral visit to Galilee and happened to come across Jesus; it seems that they had come expressly to confront him.
 The fact that the scribes and Pharisees united in this attack, and came all the way from Jerusalem to speak to Jesus, indicates the seriousness of their purpose. It is likely that this committee represented the leaders of the Sanhedrin (the supreme Jewish council) in Jerusalem.

Throughout His ministry Jesus was constantly engaged in controversy with the church leaders of His day. They were critical of Him; He was even more outspokenly critical of them. He did not hesitate when necessary to dissent from their views in public or to warn the people of their false teaching.
 Chuck Swindoll summarizes it this way,

The division between Jesus and the Pharisees had never been anything less than a canyon. He came to speak truth; they desired control. And one thing will always be true of controllers: what they cannot control, they destroy.

This showdown between tradition and truth (also recorded in Mark 7) displays the ongoing battle that contributed, humanly speaking, to the ultimate death of Jesus. From this passage we see the trouble with tradition manifested threefold:

· Traditions can morph into legalistic requirements

· Traditions can minimize legitimate reflection

· Traditions can mask living reality

Traditions can morph into legalistic requirements

First, traditions can morph into legalistic requirements. “The way we have always done things” becomes “the way we must always do things.” Matthew records the opening salvo in this showdown in verse two as the Pharisees ask, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don’t wash their hands before they eat!” 
What did they mean by “the tradition of the elders”? Was this the Mosaic Law? No, the issue here was not what we call the Old Testament Scriptures. “The tradition of the elders” arose because pious Jews were very careful about keeping the law. They saw the law as God’s greatest gift to the human race and regarded it as a wonderful privilege that the Jews, the people of God, had received it. They considered it important that they should treasure the law and practice its every provision.

So were did these traditions come from? They were handed down from the teachers of previous generations. These traditions were originally the “oral law” which (according to the rabbis) Moses gave to the elders, and they passed down to the nation. This oral law was already enormous; in time it would be as large as the Encyclopedia Britannica.
 During the second century bc these oral traditions came to be preserved in written form in the “Mishnah.” It has six divisions containing laws about agriculture, festivals and marriage, together with civil, criminal and ceremonial laws. It was supplemented later by the “Gemara,” which is a commentary on it. The Mishnah and the Gemara together form the Jewish “Talmud.” Unfortunately, to the Pharisees and scribes the Mishnah became more important and authoritative than the original Law of Moses.

Not all the Jewish leaders held this view. The Sadducees, whom we might think of as the religious liberals in ancient Judaism, rejected these additional regulations and rules, but they also threw out most of the Hebrew Scriptures as well, holding only to the first five books of Moses as inspired. Josephus expressed it clearly: “What I would now explain is this, that the Pharisees have delivered to the people a great many observances by succession from their fathers, which are not written in the law of Moses; and for that reason it is that the Sadducees reject them, and say that we are to esteem those observances to be obligatory which are in the written word, but are not to observe what are derived from the tradition of our forefathers” [Josephus, Antiquities xiii.10.6].
 Thus the Pharisees tended to smother the Scriptures with a mass of tradition, whereas the tendency of the Sadducees was to undermine the authority of the Scriptures by their superficial interpretations. More simply, the Pharisees added to the Word of God, while the Sadducees subtracted from it. Both practices are equally wrong and dangerous.

In its origin, the tradition was useful, but through the years, with the contributions of many teachers, some with less insight than others, it had come to amount to a very burdensome body of doctrine. Its huge volume meant that by New Testament times even to know what it comprised was a difficult chore, while to obey all its regulations was too big a task for most people.

Some equate this with the Old Testament way of life, revealed by God through Moses as the way His people ought to live. This is not true, as Michael Green explains:

Judaism had not started out that way. It was a religion of sheer unmerited grace from God to Abraham. It flowed with love and trust and obedience. The commandments, which had been given as kerbstones along the path of that loving obedience, had in much later Judaism been taken to be the path itself. And that is an attitude Jesus powerfully repudiates.

Now the particular tradition that the Pharisees took up with Jesus in Matthew 15 was concerned with the washing of hands before eating. This was not a matter of personal hygiene but of the removal of ceremonial defilement. The Pharisees discerned a great number of “unclean” things that one might encounter in the ordinary course of life and that might easily be touched with the hands. The contact made the hands unclean, and if unclean hands touched food, that, too, became unclean. When it was eaten the whole person was made unclean. To avoid such a dreadful happening the strict upholders of the traditions had evolved a ritual washing that removed defilement, and they practiced it scrupulously before eating.
 Alfred Edersheim captured the tedium of this rite very well:
 

Water jars were kept ready to be used before every meal. The mini​mum amount of water to be used was a quarter of a log, defined as enough to fill one and a half egg-shells. The water was first poured on both hands, with fingers pointing upward, and must run through the arm as far as the wrist. It must drop off from the wrist, for the water was now itself unclean, having touched the unclean hands, and, if it ran down the fingers again, it would render them unclean. The pro​cess was repeated with the hands held in the opposite direction, with the fingers pointing down; and then finally each hand was cleansed by being rubbed with the fist of the other. A very strict Jew would do all this, not only before a meal, but also between each of the courses of the meal [Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962), 11].

 
You will not find such a requirement in the Torah (Genesis-Deuteronomy) or anywhere else in the Old Testament Scriptures. This was a tradition, a man-made rule that had become on an equal level as the Word of God itself. Tradition had morphed into a legalistic requirement. At that point Jesus took issue with their tradition.

We may value certain traditions, either of belief or practice. For example, we may have accepted for ourselves a certain method regarding prayer, Bible reading, fasting, or Christian giving. Provided that our tradition is not contrary to Scripture, we have liberty to hold it ourselves as a private opinion or a private regulation. But we have no liberty to attempt to make our traditions binding on others, lest we are found “teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.” We must give other people the liberty to reject them.

Traditions can minimize legitimate reflection


Secondly traditions can minimize legitimate reflection. Jesus replies in verses 3-9,

And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition? For God said, “Honor your father and 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 a gift devoted to God,” he is not to “honor his father” with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition. You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: “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.﻿﻿”

Notice that Jesus did not answer their question. He did not dignify it with a response. Instead, He went on the counter-offensive: “And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition?” Wow! Those are fightin’ words!

First, He reduces “the tradition of the elders” to what it really is: “rules taught by men.” Now this cut the ground from under the Pharisees’ feet. They believed that Scripture and tradition were equally ancient, equally Mosaic, equally divine. Christ did not share their view. On the contrary, He drew a sharp distinction between the two. On the one hand there was what “Moses said,” and on the other what “you say.” At first sight we might suppose that this was simply to set two Jewish teachers or schools of thought in opposition to each other, Moses and the elders. But this is not at all how Jesus saw the disagreement. To Him Moses and the elders were not comparable, for the elders were fallible men with human traditions, while Moses was the spokesman of God. So what “you say” is equivalent to “your tradition” or “the tradition of men,” whereas what “Moses said” is “the commandment of God” and “the word of God.” To put this beyond question we may observe that the phrase “Moses said” in verse 10 is rendered in Matthew 15:4, “God said”, and this was the consistent custom of Jesus and His apostles. For them “Scripture says” and “God says” were synony​mous.
 And what God has said is not to be put on a level with what even godly men established and handed down. Jesus is not saying, “Despite your tradition you break the law of God.” He is saying, “Because of your tradition you break the law of God.”

Tradition is something external, while God’s truth is internal, in the heart. People obey tradition to please men and gain status, but we obey the Word to please God. Tradition deals with ritual, while God’s truth deals with reality. Tradition brings empty words to the lips, but truth penetrates the heart and changes the life. Actually, tradition robs a person of the power of the Word of God. Unfortunately, there are many “evangelical traditions” in churches today, man-made teachings that are often considered as authoritative as the Word of God—even though they contradict His Word. By obeying these traditions, Christians rob themselves of the power of God’s Word.

The particular tradition Jesus points to regards the fifth commandment: “Honor your father and mother.” This not only meant that children were to respect and obey their parents, but it included financial support of aged parents as part of this honor. Some, like Josephus and many rabbis, regarded this demand as the most important commandment in the Law. The Pharisees therefore could not have disagreed with Jesus’ example; they did not recommend that people fail to support their parents, but their allowance of special vows dedicating things only to “sacred” use created this loophole for those who could have wished to use it.
 The korban practice meant vowing property and finance to the temple﻿﻿—a vow so sacred that it could not be revoked, even in order to care for your parents in their old age. But it was agreed that you could continue to use korban money during your lifetime! There is a whole tractate on korban practice in the Mishnah, Nedarim, much of which is taken up with informing worshippers which vows they need not keep. This was what Green calls “a pious fraud which invalidated the will of God as expressed in the fifth commandment.”
 Jesus is very blunt. He calls it hypocrisy.

Thus traditions can minimize legitimate reflection. Anyone who gave ten seconds worth of thought could see through the hypocrisy of this tradition. But blind adherence to “the way things have always been done” keeps one from having to think, to make tough choices, to weigh motives and consequences. Legalism is often mindless, a mechanical following of other people’s rules without ever seeing if they really reflect God’s truth.

Traditions can mask living reality

Thirdly, traditions can mask living reality. In verses 10-11 Jesus turns from the Pharisees and scribes and addresses the crowd: “Listen and understand. What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him ‘unclean,’ but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him ‘unclean.’” He goes on to explain to His disciples in verses 16-20, 

“Whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man ‘unclean.’ For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. These are what make a man ‘unclean’; but eating with unwashed hands does not make him ‘unclean.’”
Tradition deals with rituals while truth deals with reality. The reality of being “unclean” is a heart problem, not a hand problem. Their traditions focused on the outward expressions, but truth emphasizes the inward conditions. This was Jesus’ point.

That would have been a revolutionary statement for pious Jews of the time; for them careful ritual washing as a preliminary to eating was part of life. How else could one avoid eating something that had been defiled by contact with unclean hands? To say that nothing that goes into the mouth defiles﻿﻿ a man cut across all the rules of defilement to which they had been accustomed all their lives; it challenged the accepted religious way of looking at a wide range of practices.

Jesus looked at those practices from a different perspective, which he proceeds to contrast with the accepted Jewish way. Jesus is warning that defilement is not something that may be casually acquired by physical contact (and which may easily be removed by appropriate ritual practices). It is something that affects the person at the root of his or her being. When one is evil there, then the words that come out of the mouth reveal the inner corruption. Words that go out of the mouth are more likely to indicate defilement than food that goes in.﻿

In effect, Jesus declared war on Pharisaism. This evaluation of true religion by Jesus sounded the death-knell first of legalism, present at His time with the Pharisees, then of Jewish Christianity in so far as it clung to Pharisee tenets, and finally of all types of legalism to be found in Gentile churches where love for God is absent and dead ceremonialism present.
 John Phillips pulls no punches when he writes,

He labeled their religious rules and regulations, their exegesis, and their spirit-stifling, God-dishonoring, Bible-contradicting, man-enslaving, soul-destroying, ego-building, Satan-serving traditions as worthless.
 

Whew! That’s a mouthful! It’s also the truth. To the Scribes and Pharisees worship was ritual, ceremony law; to Jesus worship was the clean heart and the loving life. Here is the clash…and that clash still exists. What is worship? Even today there are many who would say that worship is not worship unless it is carried out by a minister ordained in a certain manner, in a building consecrated in a certain way, and from a liturgy laid down by a certain church. Yet all these things are externals.

One of the greatest definitions of worship ever given was laid down by William Temple: “﻿To worship is to quicken the conscience by the holiness of God, to feed the mind with the truth of God, to purge the imagination by the beauty of God, to open the heart to the love of God, to devote the will to the purpose of God.﻿” We must beware lest we stand aghast at the apparent blindness of the Scribes and the Pharisees, lest we are shocked by their insistence on outward ceremonial, and at the same time be ourselves guilty of the same fault in our own way. Christianity can never be founded on any ceremonies or ritual; it must always be founded on a personal relationship between man and God.

Traditions are not all bad, until they become as important as the truth. Remember, tradition is not inspired as the Scriptures are. The precepts of men are not the doctrines of God. They never will be! And tradition should never become our dictator. The truths in God’s Word allow for a variety of expressions.

What will you depend upon when you stand before God—traditions or truth? How much of your beliefs and behavior are based on “the way it’s always been done” as opposed to the way God says it should be? Traditions can bind and shackle; the truth will set you free.
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