Religion or Faith

Matthew 9:14-17

Then came to him the disciples of John, saying, Why do we and the Pharisees fast oft, but thy disciples fast not? And Jesus said unto them, Can the children of the bridechamber mourn, as long as the bridegroom is with them? but the days will come, when the bridegroom shall be taken from them, and then shall they fast. No man putteth a piece of new cloth unto an old garment, for that which is put in to fill it up taketh from the garment, and the rent is made worse. Neither do men put new wine into old bottles: else the bottles break, and the wine runneth out, and the bottles perish: but they put new wine into new bottles, and both are preserved. (Matthew 9:14-17)

These verses give a good example of what we can expect to deal with in Christian churches today. We don’t have Pharisees, the disciples of John the Baptist or twelve Apostles with us today. Americans don’t do much fasting, patching of garments, or storing drinks in bottles made of animal skins either, but conflict situations between professing believers are still quite common. And like those arguments 2000 years ago, our arguments today usually have to do with things not or hardly mentioned in the Bible. 

To an outsider, all Amish seem to be the same, but there are a number of differing groups. There are the gray buggy Amish, the black buggy Amish, the zipper and button Amish, and solar cell Amish to name just a few.  Members of the various Amish groups are more likely to befriend non-Amish or even atheists than members of other Amish groups.  I took a picture of a street in Meadville, PA where you can see three large Methodist Churches on one block. Members use the same public parking spaces and sidewalks, but that was about the extent of their fellowship. Of course you won’t find that sort of thing among Baptists! The disciples of John “the Baptist” were perhaps the only exception (v. 14)!  

Fasting 

What does the Bible say about fasting? The first mention is of King David who fasted when his son by Bathsheba lay dying. There are many references to fasting, including unwilling fasting and fasting of a Roman Centurion. In the story of Paul’s shipwreck in Acts 28, a season of fasting is mentioned that apparently had no Jewish or Christian origin. Normally, fasting is a voluntary act and not obedience to a command. Jesus fed the five thousand because he didn’t want the people to depart fasting for fear they could “faint by the way.” Most references to fasting are simply statements about or by people who fasted. Most commands to fast come from people and not God (Esther, King Saul).  The Lord’s response to the disciple’s of John made no reference to scripture or religious traditions. He used three parables that simply appealed to logic. 

Wedding

People who fast have somber and unpleasant faces. People don’t fast at weddings; they feast and rejoice! That was just good logical thinking.
Patching Garments
I learned that lesson as a young teenager. My parents had 11 kids and our clothes were often hand-me-downs. If they bought new clothes, it was usually the Cowtown variety. When they insisted on buying Cowtown jeans instead of Levis that I wanted, I protested. Pop Harvey said, “When you earn your own money, you can buy what you want.” From that time on I bought my own jeans – Levis! And when I wore holes in the knees or ripped them, my mother patched them the easy way – with a sewing machine. Other guys’ mothers patched them by hand and the patched looked cool! I decided to patch my own. That is when I discovered the biblical method of patching garments.  Jesus appeals to logic that comes from experience. 

Bottles made of skins

This third parable is similar to the former one. Austrians are not familiar with root beer, so I once bought a root beer extract to take to Austria so I could make my own root beer. I followed the instructions explicitly and caused a catastrophe. I filled the bottles with the mix and after corking them properly, I laid them on their sides on top of my office book shelves. In the night I was awakened to what sounded like gunfire (Show book with stains). I didn’t need a Bible verse to know that I shouldn’t try that again!

Lessons from this Passage

When the Pharisees were critical of Jesus, they thought within themselves (read v. 3); or they went to the disciples with their accusations (read v. 11); or they discussed the matter among themselves (read v. 34).  The disciples of John went to the right person with their question (read v. 14). That is faith! 

Pastor Smith made the statement Sunday that Christians can have good fellowship in spite of different convictions or interpretations --- IF their focus is on Jesus. That is where we have fellowship. 

The disciples of John compared themselves with the Pharisees and saw similarity, but when they compared themselves with the disciples of Jesus, they saw a marked difference. There are big differences between us and some other protestant denominations, but there are also similarities between us and Roman Catholics. Many protestants deny the virgin birth and are pro abortion. 

If the disciples of John had spoken with the Pharisees about the matter, or just discussed it among themselves, the outcome would have been different. They recognized the authority of the Lord and that settled the matter. Some of John’s disciples even became the disciples of Jesus.

Judas betrayed the Lord and later recognized his sin. He should have run to the cross, fallen to his knees, confessed his evil deed and begged for mercy and forgiveness. Instead, he went into the temple, confessed to the priests and returned the thirty pieces of silver. He went to the wrong person.

Thirty years ago this past Sunday, we were listening to the Austrian news and heard some very disturbing news from America.   
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