Lesson for December 3, 2006

The Life of Christ

Traditions of Men Rebuked by Jesus

(Matthew 15:1-28; Mark 7:1-37)

Once again, a group of Jewish religious leaders came to investigate Jesus and His ministry.  When they arrived on the scene they observed the disciples of Jesus not keeping the Jewish tradition of ceremonial washing before a meal.  As was always the case with the Pharisees, they took the opportunity to question Jesus about this supposed violation.

This Jewish tradition of washing the hands was much more to the religious Jew than merely removing the dirt before eating.  As with most Jewish traditions, they included them as a part of the Law, when in reality their traditions had nothing to do with God’s Law.  However, violating the tradition according to the Pharisees was tantamount to breaking the Law.  Their practice of ceremonial washing was a “show” for others to see – to show how “holy” they were.  There was a law having to do with the Levitical washing of the hands, if a priest came in contact with certain defiled objects.  However, the Pharisees subverted the Law into a legalistic practice of washing before any meal like a surgeon preparing for surgery.  The fists must be clinched and raised so that all water ran onto the wrist and not back onto the hand.  As was always the case with the Pharisees, they majored in the letter of the Law and ignored the spirit or true intent of the Law.  

The Jewish leaders didn’t stop with the washing of the hands; they made their traditions include a ceremonial washing of the pots, pitchers, cups and utensils before the preparation or eating of a meal.  This took place after coming from buying their food at the marketplace.  As we have often observed, the Jewish religious leaders were steeped in their manmade traditions and consistently distorted the Law of Moses.

Jesus made their subversion of the Law very clear and by illustration made it clear to all who were listening that these Pharisees and Jewish leaders were hypocritical.  Jesus first cited the prophet Isaiah and applied it to these hypocritical Pharisees.  Jesus quoted Isaiah 29:13, which says “Forasmuch as this people draw near to me with mouth and honor me with their lips but remove their hearts and minds far from me, and their fear and reverence for me are a commandment of men that is learned by repetition without any thought as to the meaning.”  In other words these Pharisees gave “lip service” to the commandments of God and taught their traditions as Bible doctrine.  By doing this these Jewish leaders and all who followed them exchanged God’s truth for man’s traditions.  The rejection of God’s laws was a logical thing to do according to Mark 7:9, since their desire was to establish their own tradition as the Law.
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The illustration that Jesus used to expose the true nature of the Pharisees was how they evaded their lawful obligation to care for their parents by claiming that any money they had was “Corban” or a gift to the Temple.  By saying this money was pledged to the Temple the parents would not want to steal from God, so the Pharisees could keep their money while their parents suffered.  If these Pharisees had been really sincere about keeping the Law, they would have obeyed it by taking care of their parents.  By scheming not to help, they were violating the Law.  And this same tradition was taught to their congregations, causing them to also break the Law.  This made the Law of God of no effect in the lives of those who followed this teaching.

We also have many traditions of men that “modern Christianity” teaches as Bible doctrine.  Some of those traditions are:

1. Water baptism for salvation, which includes infant baptism

2. Speaking in tongues as a sign of salvation or spirituality

3. No smoking and no drinking alcohol

4. Asceticism – denying or hurting yourself to atone for sin

5. Human good works for salvation or spirituality

6. Praying out loud as a group or to be see of others

7. Public “repentance” (by which some mean an outside show of remorse for sin).     This includes walking the aisle to profess your faith in Christ.

8. Witnessing quotas (i.e. you must share your faith with 10 people per day in order to be spiritual)

9. Confessing your sins to another human being (i.e. a priest)

10. Dietary restrictions (making certain foods taboo for the believer)

11. Tithing or pledge cards

12. Genuflection (bowing and/or crossing yourself before a statue)

Quite often principles of divine establishment are taught as a part of the Christian life and lead to legalism.  Legalism is performing human good works in an attempt to gain the favor or the approval of God, either for salvation or spirituality.  Producing human good brings glory to man.  Producing divine good through the filling of the Holy Spirit brings glory to God.  Human works added to faith in salvation cancels grace. (Galatians 2:16) Human works added to the Christian life produces legalism and cancels grace. (Galatians 5:1) The opposite of grace, therefore, is legalism (keeping the law or good works).  (Romans 11:6)

Page 3, The Life of Christ, Traditions of Men Rebuked by Jesus

Examples of Legalism

1) Trying to work your way to heaven by performing good deeds.

2)  Trying to impress God with your manner of life, money, church

           attendance or reformation of the devil’s world.

3) Saying that you must do good works in order to keep from losing your salvation.

4)  Telling other believers how they must act, dress, talk, etc. in order to

           be spiritual.  In other words, forcing certain taboos on others.

Galatians 5:1 says to stand fast in the liberty wherewith Christ has made us free and be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage.  Liberty means that Christ has set us free from law-keeping and legalism (the yoke of bondage).  He accomplished this by introducing a new covenant between God and man called Grace.  

Sometime in eternity past God the Father designed a plan for mankind based upon His grace, His righteousness, His justice and His perfect character.  God is perfect and His plan is perfect, even with the introduction of man, who would become imperfect.  God’s plan depends on God’s grace: in salvation Jesus Christ accomplishes the plan; in the Christian Way of Life the Holy Spirit accomplishes the plan; in eternity God the Father accomplishes the plan.  It is always God who accomplishes the plan.  Therefore, it is always GRACE. 

(John 3:16,18; Ephesians 1:1-14; I Corinthians 12:4-11; II Corinthians 5:8)

Under God’s grace policy certain principles or divine laws were established to ensure the function and the perpetuation of the human race.  These principles or laws are called Divine Establishment and are given by God to believers and unbelievers alike.  Within these laws there is no discrimination based on race, nationality, gender or any other factor.  God’s laws of divine establishment apply equally to all members of the human race in all Dispensations.  This means that anyone, believer or unbeliever, can have a somewhat peaceful, happy life if they apply these principles.  On the other hand, failure to abide by these principles or laws by individuals or nations brings only disaster, as we will see.

Grace is all that God is free to do for mankind on the basis of the work of Jesus Christ on the Cross.  Grace is undeserved mercy and unmerited favor.  Grace is the title of God’s plan and His policy for mankind.  Orientation is defined as familiarization with a particular person, thing or field of knowledge.   To orient means to set right by adjusting to facts or principles; to put oneself into correct position or relation; to acquaint oneself with the existing situation.  Grace Orientation, therefore, means to become familiar with God’s grace plan and grace policies by adjusting to the facts and principles found in the Word of God,
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which puts you in correct relation to God and others.  You will never be grace-oriented until you understand that your personal sins didn’t condemn you.  Adam’s original sin, which was imputed to you at birth, is what condemned you.  This means that God’s grace was operational when He imputed Adam’s original sin to you, because condemnation must precede salvation.  This is just another part of God’s ingenious grace plan of salvation for the human race.

At birth, the justice of God imputes Adam’s original sin to the genetically formed sin nature.  Since Adam was the head of the human race and deliberately chose to sin, we “inherit” the sin nature from our “father”, Adam.  It is the sin nature that is the home for Adam’s original sin. (Romans 5:12-14; I Corinthians 15:21-22; 

I Timothy 2:13-14)

When Adam’s original sin is united with the sin nature, the result is spiritual death.  Spiritual death means that we are separated from God without the ability to have a relationship with Him.  We must be extremely clear here in pointing out that God is not the author of sin, Adam is.  God condemns sin wherever He finds it, therefore, not only is He not the author of sin, He does not tempt anyone to sin and He does not sponsor sin.

Since we are born spiritually dead (before we have the opportunity to commit personal sin), it is not our personal sins that condemn us.  As a matter of fact, the entire human race was condemned when Adam was condemned at the Fall.  It is, therefore, Adam’s sin that condemns us.  We sin personally as a result of having a sin nature.  Hence the phrase, “we sin because we are sinners, we are not sinners because we sin.” (Romans 5:13; II Corinthians 5:19)

Jesus explained this doctrine to His disciples; that it is what comes out of the heart of a person that “defiles” him, not what he eats (even if it’s with dirty hands).  The Greek word for defile is “koinoo,” which means to make unclean or to be unholy.  In the spiritual sense it is the corruption of the soul by the influence of the sin nature by the world system, Satan and his demons.  It is the difference between thinking divine viewpoint and human viewpoint.  Divine viewpoint stabilizes the soul, but human viewpoint causes instability in the soul, thus corrupting it.  Thinking human viewpoint is contrary to God’s thinking and human viewpoint causes a person to be unholy (holiness is a theological term used to describe the virtue and the integrity of God).  Human viewpoint thinking is, therefore, void of God’s virtue and integrity.

