Lesson – 3                                     April 19, 2014                               Gladwin Mathews


Lesson – 3 (Qtr – 2) Christ and Religious Tradition
Read for your study: - Matt. 23:1-7, Matt. 15:1-6, Isa. 29:13, Matt. 5:17-20, Rom. 10:3.
Memory Text: - ‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are merely human rules.’ (Matt. 15:8-9) 

Introduction: - Most of the Adventists trace their religious ancestry back to the Millerite movement of the 1840s, started by William Miller (1782-1849), a Baptist farmer – Preacher from New York, arousing the nation with his prediction that Christ would return in 1844. The movement split into many factions later when the event predicted did not occur, giving rise to Seventh – Day Adventist church, distinguished by the observance of Saturday as the Sabbath and the spiritual leadership of Ellen G. White (1827 – 1915), who at 17 years of age reported receiving divine messages through visions. 

John Wesley, the founder of Methodist Church suggested that one’s theology is influenced by four factors: faith, reason, Scripture, and tradition. Do you think that each of these factors play a role in your religion? 
This lesson focuses on the discussion of the role that tradition should–or should not–play in our religious practice. As used in the Bible, tradition simply means that which is handed down.

Let us dive into our study to learn what has been handed down to us!  

Seat of Moses: - During Jesus Day, there was a group of believers called the Pharisees, the remnants of a pious Jewish sect Hasidim, who helped to fight in the Maccabean revolution against Greece. The name Pharisees comes from the Hebrew paras, which means “to separate.”
At Mount Sinai, God gave the children of Israel not only the writings of Moses but also added to them a number of detailed practices that they were supposed to follow as a part of their worship of Him. Those practices were designed to teach certain basic and very important theological ideas. About 500 years later, David gathered materials for the temple in Jerusalem which ultimately was built by his son Solomon. The Jews came to believe that their entire religious experience was based on what happened at that temple. 
As the Jews lived and mingled among the other nations, it was easy for them to gradually adopt the religious practices of the pagan groups around them instead of remaining faithful to God’s directions. (See Judges 19-21.)  
Thus the Pharisees saw it as their duty to ensure that every Jewish male was taught in the law. And in saying that the “scribes and the Pharisees sit in Moses' seat”, Jesus acknowledged their positions as teachers of the people (Matt. 23:2-3, NKJV).
Are we guilty of the similar attitude towards the changing worship trends in our churches around? Are we gradually adopting the religious practices or worship styles of the other churches instead of remaining faithful to God’s directions? 

Human Commandments: - The Scribes and Pharisees used their authority for religious instruction that went beyond the Law of Moses. Their interpretations gradually began to replace the Scriptures. These were the rabbinic laws, also called ‘halakah,’ which means “to walk.” 
At first they circulated orally but later it was compiled into books and was called Mishnah. This contribution came by Rabbi Yehuda Ha – Nasi, and Hillel and Shammai who lived at the time of Jesus, and Gamaliel, the grandson of Hillel and Paul’s teacher. 
It seems that Jesus did not have a problem with the interpretation of the law but He did have a problem when the Pharisees elevated these minor laws as ‘doctrine.’ They considered them above the law of God. 

As a church, what rules, traditions, and customs do we have that we believe help us to live more faithfully and obediently to the law? Are we guilty of practicing the same in our church?
Traditions of the Elders: - Some of the rabbis paid rabbis paid so much attention to the rules and traditions created to assist in the keeping of the Law of Moses that they failed to distinguish between the two. 
Matthew 15:1-2 says, “Then some Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don’t wash their hands before they eat!” 
Question: Can you find a verse in the Old Testament that specifies when and how one should or should not wash his hands? What is the issue being pointed out? 
Surely, Jesus was not in favor of uncleanness. He was simply trying to point out that their multitude of minor rules was taking the place of the major rules spelled out in Scripture. The issue for the Pharisees was really about ceremonial uncleanliness. 
Do we still find these minor traditions among us? Commenting on this, Ellen G. White writes, “The substitution of the precepts of men for the commandments of God has not ceased. Even among Christians are found institutions and usages that have no better foundation than the traditions of the fathers. Such institutions, resting upon mere human authority, have supplanted those of divine appointment. Men cling to their traditions, and revere their customs, and cherish hatred against those who seek to show them their error. . . . In place of the authority of the so-called fathers of the church, God bids us accept the word of the eternal Father, the Lord of heaven and earth.-Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages, p. 398.
How did Jesus respond to these charges put forth by the Pharisees? In Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16; Matthew 19:19; and Ephesians 6:2, Matthew 15:3-6, Jesus made some serious charge against the Pharisees? In this passage Jesus condemned them for setting up their man-made rules in opposition to or in superiority to God’s rules in the Scriptures. The Pharisees taught that there were 613 different laws recorded in the books of Moses. But Jesus accused them of breaking the rules!
Is baptism a form of tradition in the church? Must one be baptized to join the church? 
Excessive Righteousness: - The Pharisees were so proud of their rules and so proud of themselves as they pretended to keep them that they fully believed that keeping all of their rules was their ticket to heaven. But Isaiah warns us about our righteousness. The Pharisees seemed to have forgotten Isaiah’s warning recorded in Isaiah 64:6 that human righteousness is nothing but filthy rags. 

J. B. Philips’s translation for Romans 10:4 summarizes their problem quite well: “For Christ means the end of the struggle for righteousness-by-the-Law for everyone who believes in him.” 

Are there any rules, customs, or traditions in our church that need to be re-examined and perhaps done away with? Let all who accept human authority, the customs of the church, or the traditions of the fathers, take heed to the warning conveyed in the words of Christ, “In vain they do worship Me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men.”—Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages, p. 398.4.
Jesus apparently worked tirelessly to break down some of the barriers of traditions that His disciples and other Jews had come to believe. How did the early Christian church break down prejudices against associating with Gentiles, for example? 

How about us today? How many of us have barriers that prevent us from reaching out to members of other congregations and other religious groups around us? When will we start removing those barriers and speak unto them about the God we love and worship? 
God Bless You!!!
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