FBC-Elmer, November 30, 2016


TRADITION VS. TRUTH

Matthew 15:1-9

INTRODUCTION

Today is the first of four traditional Advent Sundays celebrated in many countries around the world. An Advent wreath with four candles can be observed in many homes and churches. The first candle is lit on this first Advent Sunday.

Scripture Reading: Matthew 15:1-9
Then came to Jesus scribes and Pharisees, which were of Jerusalem, saying, Why do thy disciples transgress the tradition of the elders? for they wash not their hands when they eat bread. But he answered and said unto them, Why do ye also transgress the commandment of God by your tradition? For God commanded, saying, Honour thy father and mother: and, He that curseth father or mother, let him die the death. But ye say, Whosoever shall say to his father or his mother, It is a gift, by whatsoever thou mightest be profited by me; And honour not his father or his mother, he shall be free. Thus have ye made the commandment of God of none effect by your tradition. Ye hypocrites, well did Esaias prophesy of you, saying, This people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far from me. But in vain they do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men. 
Prayer

Jesus was not arguing in this passage that it is okay to eat without washing our hands. He is just saying that it isn't a command of scripture.  He then accuses the Scribes and Pharisees of transgressing a commandment of God by creating a tradition. The 5th commandment tells us to honor our parents. Among other things, that means we should give them special care and consideration when they are old. The Scribes and Pharisees made a tradition which they conveniently used to bypass their responsibility to God and their aged parents. 

The Difference Between Truth and Tradition

Most Christians claim that they only believe truth, so we need to define truth. This is a religious term, meaning we believe it to be true. Truth is much different from fact. Fact is generally held to be that which has been tested and proven to be reliable to the satisfaction of most people. We say, for example, that gravity is a scientific fact and few would argue with that statement. Like electricity, we may not understand gravity or be able to explain it to the satisfaction of everyone else, but who would deny the fact of gravity or electricity? 

Much of what we believe as Christians is based on our own experience and observation. We believe that God exists and that the universe was created by God, but both assertions are as difficult to prove as the assertion that there is no God and that everything evolved by mere chance. In that respect, Christians and atheists are similar. 

As long as our beliefs have a direct relationship to our actions and attitudes, we can earn the respect of those who believe differently and we can respect those whose lives are consistent with what they profess to believe. If an atheist gambles at the casino, that should not surprise us because he believes that chance can bring positive change. If a Christian gambles, his life is not consistent with the belief that God is sovereign. Unbelievers can get very nasty and call us idiots, but they can hardly criticize us for actions and attitudes that correspond to our beliefs. If we believe that others will be eternally damned in hell if they reject Christ, our witnessing to them should be expected. 

When our beliefs become mere tradition, however, Satan rejoices! That puts all of us on the same level playing field. They can believe whatever they want and we do the same. 


We should be careful not to trivialize truth, no matter how insignificant it may seem to us. II Timothy 3:16-17 says, All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction and for instruction in righteousness:  That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works. People prefer traditions to truth, because they are very forgiving and patient. Like modeling clay or ice cream sundaes, you can make them into whatever pleases you. There are no hard and fast rules (truths) that might cramp your style or displease your taste buds. 

"Little Red Riding Hood" had its origins in the first century when Jesus was walking on Earth. That doesn't surprise me, because Jesus warned of a ravening wolf disguised as a sheep in his Sermon on the Mount. That was a warning about false teachers, but for two millenniums, people have been molding it into a fairy tale. The Brothers Grimm rewrote the story to make it more palatable for children. 

A similar evolution is happening today in our government operated schools. Our so-called “educational institutions” have gotten away from teaching truth and even traditionally held facts because historical and biological facts are too rigid and divisive. Educators prefer to offer kids modeling clay and ice cream sundaes. Teaching truth is offensive and equated with bullying. What the Scribes and Pharisees did in Jesus' day, the US Supreme Court is doing today. 

God's Truth and Human Traditions

The Jehovah's Witnesses refuse to celebrate special days such as Christmas, Easter, national holidays and even birthdays.  The Apostle Paul wrote to Gentile believers, One man esteemeth one day above another: another esteemeth every day alike. Let every man be fully persuaded in his own mind. He that regardeth the day, regardeth it unto the Lord; and he that regardeth not the day, to the Lord he doth not regard it. He that eateth, eateth to the Lord, for he giveth God thanks; and he that eateth not, to the Lord he eateth not, and giveth God thanks. (Romans 14:5-6). 

Jews and Christians celebrate special days. Some are mere traditions while others are commanded by God. Most (all?) of the latter were for the Jews - Sabbath, Passover ect. I find no command in the Bible regarding holidays directed towards Christians. Even keeping a weekly day of worship is not presented as a command. The command not to forsake gathering ourselves together for fellowship does not specify a certain day or even an interval of time.  
We know for a fact that early Christians fellowshipped together on what became known as “the Lord's Day,” but nowhere in the New Testament do I find a command to do this. Having daily devotions is a good tradition. We had a rule for our children that they had to brush their teeth before going to bed. Once, we kept the kids of another missionary couple. When we said that it was time to brush their teeth and get ready for bed, they balked. They argued, "We brush our teeth in the morning when we get up."  
We have traditions (habits, customs or rules) that are based on truth, but non-Christians may reject them as not being factual (they are not universally held to be facts). As long as our beliefs have a direct relationship to our actions and attitudes, we can earn the respect of those who believe differently and we can respect those whose lives are consistent with what they profess to believe. If an atheist gambles at the casino, that should not surprise us because he believes that chance can bring positive change. If a Christian gambles, his life is not consistent with the belief that God is sovereign. Unbelievers can get very nasty and call us idiots, but they can hardly criticize us for actions and attitudes that correspond to our beliefs. If we claim to love our neighbors and believe that unbelievers will be eternally damned in hell if they reject Christ, our witnessing to them should be expected. When our beliefs become mere tradition, however, Satan rejoices! Unbelievers can believe whatever they want and we do the same. 
When we moved into our last rented home in Austria, We discovered that the neighbors had an old tradition in the Christmas season. A picture of Joseph, Mary and Jesus in Bethlehem's manger was passed around the neighborhood in the weeks prior to Christmas. We were asked to provide hospitality for the "Holy Family" for one night and pass it on. We recognized a good opportunity to share our faith in this custom. Later that year, we invited a Bible College choir for about 50 evangelistic meetings all over Austria. We invited our neighbors to a free picnic of BBQ, soft drinks, chips and salads. The choir sang some of its songs and I gave a devotional challenge. It was so well received, that the neighbors made a sign-up list to host future picnics. We started an annual tradition! And most of our neighbors attended the evangelistic meetings. 

We Must Properly Distinguish Between Truth and Tradition

Problems arise when traditions become "truth" and Bible truth becomes tradition. Children like "to play make believe" but that can be taken too far. Our Becky, used to pretend that she was a puppy, crawling around the house barking. At meal times, however, we told her that she had to eat like a good little girl and not lap out of a bowl. I used to read fairy tales to our children. Some were favorites and already memorized. I purposely changed a few words when reading and they always called me on the mistakes. We were careful, however, to educate our children about the differences between truth and fiction. 

I have a problem with the popular children's video series called "Veggie Tales" for that reason. We stayed in a home once and their kids were watching a video of Daniel in the Lion's Den. I was shocked to see how the story had been changed to make it more acceptable for children. When the gospel is presented as a fairy tale, kids accept it as such. When they get older, they leave Santa and Jesus for other "age appropriate" interests.

We Study Truth in Order to Recognize Error

Bank employees learn to recognize counterfeits by studying genuine bills. The reason there are so many false Christmas and Easter traditions is because Christians are not faithful students of Scripture. 

History = His Story 
The Scribes and Pharisees taught the truth but they also taught traditions that blinded people to the truth. Jesus said, “Thus have ye made the commandment of God of none effect by your tradition.” 

Israel was being led through the wilderness by Moses 3,400 years ago (Numbers 21). As they approached Moab and Ammon, Moses requested permission to pass through these countries, even promising to pay for food and water. The kings replied with a resounding “NO!” Moses led the people around their territories. The Moabites and Ammonites were not familiar with the reason for this, however. In Deuteronomy 2, God had warned Moses not to declare war against Seir, Moab and Amon. He had given Esau a territorial inheritance.  Later, Moses sent messengers to the king of the Amorites with the same request. Again, the answer was “NO!” (Deuteronomy 2:26-37). This time, Israel declared war and easily defeated the Amorites, totally destroying sixty walled cities! 

King Og of Basan feared that his country could be next and declared war on Israel. He experienced the same fate as the Amorites. Israel had already passed around Moab without incident, yet Balak, King of Moab, began to fear that Moses could now seek revenge for the inhospitable treatment he had shown Israel. Balak felt compelled to declare war on Israel, but being a very superstitious man, he first called a renowned sorcerer named Balaam or Bileam to curse Israel (Numbers 22-24). We all know the story of Baalam, and his talking donkey. After several failed attempts to curse Israel, Balak sent Baalam home, but this time it was Baalam who said, “NO!” God had commanded him to prophesy one more time, and he prophesies that an unusual STAR would appear to announce the birth of a special future ruler (Numbers 24:17). 

Belteshazzar 

Another famous Chaldean prophet, Belteshazzar, lived about 800 years after Baalam in 600 BC. He is better known to us as Daniel.  
Daniel’s prophecy placed a time frame on the coming of the Messiah. His 70-weeks prophecy (Daniel 9) is called the “backbone of Bible prophecy.” When Jesus was born, Jewish Rabbis had been teaching that the time of the Messiah’s appearance was close at hand. 
 “And when the fullness of time was come, God sent forth his Son...” Galatians 4:4
It was acclaimed of both Baalam and Daniel (Numbers 22:6 and Daniel 5:12), that ALL their prophecies came to pass. A gigantic collection of over 100,000 clay tablets were discovered in the library of Baalam's home city of Nineveh, mostly observations of the stars. 

The Wise Men

The wise men of Matthew’s gospel must have known about the only yet unfulfilled prophecy of these famous Babylonian prophets concerning the appearance of a unique star and a time line for the birth of the Messiah. They were students of the stars. In the desert landscape of Chaldea, studying stars in the cool of night would certainly be preferable to studying sand by the heat of day! 

The Scribes and Pharisees didn't Believe 

Since the Rabbis and Scribes had been predicting the arrival of the Messiah, one might think that the unusual happenings in Bethlehem, Jerusalem, in the temple and in Herod’s palace would have caused a lot of excitement. But we find no evidence of any special emotion or anticipation on the part of the Pharisees and leading Jews regarding the possible birth of their long anticipated Messiah. They were so taken up with their own religious concepts and traditions that they couldn’t recognize the truth when it stared them in the face! In fact, it seems that they almost dreaded the Messiah’s intrusion into their factious fighting for theocratic supremacy in Israel.

The Wise Men Believed 

6 centuries after Daniel and 14 centuries after Baalam, the wise men saw a unique new star and studied Daniel's timeline. They set out on their 600-mile journey to Jerusalem, fully expecting to find a newborn prince in the palace of Herod the Great.

Many Jews Believed 

Thanks to the diligent teaching of Jewish Rabbis and Doctors of Law, the people of Israel were in general expectation of the Christ at the time of his birth (Luke 3:15). Many wondered if John the Baptist could be the “Holy one of Israel.” Jewish leaders dispatched Levites and priests to Bethany on the Jordan River to investigate this possibility (John 1:19-27). Many residents of Jerusalem, including the aged Simeon and Anna, expected the imminent arrival of the Messiah (Matthew 2:3; Luke 2:25-40). According to Mark 15:43, Joseph of Arimathaea also anticipated the appearance of the Messiah. 

The Shepherds Believed (Luke 2). 

Wicked King Herod Believed 

The arrival of the wise men and their query about a newborn king of the Jews caused "no small stir in Jerusalem" (Matthew 2:3). King Herod inquired of the wise men the exact time of the star’s appearance. He then called the Jewish leaders into his palace and asked where the Messiah was to be born. He took the acquired information so seriously, that when the wise men failed to report back to him as requested, he commanded that all babies two years and under in the vicinity of Bethlehem be killed. 
“Even the devils believe and tremble!” -James 2:19
The Scribes and Pharisees didn't believe (Matthew 15:13)

They had formulated their own rules which hindered them from recognizing truth. Thus have ye made the commandment of God of none effect by your tradition. Ye hypocrites, well did Esaias prophesy of you, saying, This people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far from me. But in vain they do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men. 
A few years ago, a couple of atheists filed a lawsuit against Pitman, New Jersey because they found its Christmas decorations offensive. A judge ordered the town to take down a banner that read, "Keep Christ in Christmas!" Almost overnight, large signs with that message were posted in nearly every yard all over Pitman. The citizens of Pitman celebrated victory, but most of them are not believers. They may want to "Keep Christ in Christmas," but they also decorate for Halloween and teach their kids about Santa Claus and Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer. If you tell their kids that these are fakes, they can get angry! 

There were three main religious factions in Israel, the Pharisees, Herodians and the Sadducees. All three parties claimed to be God's official representatives on earth, but they were constantly fighting with each other. There were even divisions within these groups. Is it not like that in America today?

But they all agreed two absolute facts. 
1.  They knew that the Messiah was coming. They knew where he would be born and could name the tribe and family from which he would come. They were familiar with Daniel's prophecies which indicated that the Messiah's arrival was close at hand.  They knew that a special star would appear to announce the Messiah's birth. 
2. They were absolutely certain that Jesus of Nazareth was NOT the Messiah because he didn't keep all their traditions. They cooperated in inciting mob violence. Pilate was coerced into releasing the criminal, Barabbas, delivering the sinless Son of God to the executioners. They were all party to the beatings, torture and brutal crucifixion of the sinless Messiah. Soldiers should have been executed for failing to do their job. But instead, Jewish leaders bribed them to spread lies and promised to bribe Pilate should he get wind of their failure. 

Such actions were corrupt and dirty, but common among Israel's religious leaders, who had made the house of God into a den of thieves. Jesus called them names that we would be hesitant to use in describing our worst enemies (Matthew 23)!  

Let us distinguish Between truth and tradition in this season when we celebrate Christ's birth. As we have already said, the best way to discover counterfeit, is to study the genuine article - God's Word. 

Ralph V Harvey
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