Sabbath Sermon of July 30, 2011
By Dr. Chika Flint, Bishop

Traditions versus God’s Commandments

Matthew Chapter 15

God commanded the priests to wash before eating (Lev. 22:1-16). The teachers of the law broaden this command and applied it to the people. This is legalism at work. Jesus censured them by showing that they had expanded the commandment about honoring parents and in so doing made it different from the intention of the Lawgiver. This is not an uncommon practice among some believers today who make their commandments—not found in Scripture—normative for all. In this scene the Scribes and Pharisees came from Jerusalem, which had become the center of Jewish authority, to scrutinize Jesus activities. Over the centuries since Israelites returned from Babylonian captivity, hundreds of religious traditions had been added to God’s law. The Scribes and Pharisees considered them all equally important. Many traditions and customs are not bad in themselves. But we must not fall into the trap of assuming that because our traditions have been practiced for years they should be elevated to a sacred standing. God’s principles never should change, and his Law does not need additions. That it is legal or feels good does not mean it is God’s law; you must check it our first (Acts 17:11).
v. 5-10. It is a gift, i.e. “it is dedicated to God.”  This was known as the law of Corban. Anyone who made a Corban was required to dedicate money to God’s Temple that otherwise would have gone to support his or her parents. Corban had become a religiously acceptable way to neglect parents, circumventing the child’s responsibility to them. There is a world of difference between profession and possession, between external acts and internal power. Many who say the right words do not possess in their hearts what they speak with their tongues. The harsh word was directed against the Pharisees, who knew they were guilty of hypocrisy. Although the action—giving money to God—seemed worthy and no doubt conferred prestige on the giver, many people who took the Corban vow were neglecting God’s command to care for needy parents. These Pharisees were ignoring God’s clear command to honor their parents because they were benefitting from the gifts. Jesus applied the words of the Prophet Isaiah to these religious leaders (Isa. 29:13).
When we claim to honor God while our hearts are far from him, our worship means nothing. It is not enough to act religious, our actions and our attitudes must be sincere. If they are not, Isaiah’s prophecy would describe us. It is one thing to know about God, but it is another to know him. It is not enough to study about religion or even to study the Bible. We must not only do the Word, we must respond to God himself.
v. 11-15. That which cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man. Jesus was referring to the Jewish tradition concerning food and drink. "We are polluted, not by the meat we eat with unwashed hands, but by the words we speak from an unsanctified heart.” The soul is not morally polluted by the kind or quality of the food we eat or by the conditions of our hands when we eat it. This statement offended the Pharisees who were very concerned about what people ate and drank. Jesus told his disciples to let the Pharisees alone because they were blind to God’s truth. Anyone who listened to their teaching would risk spiritual blindness as well. Not all religious leaders clearly see God’s truth. Believers should make sure of those they listen to and learn from those with good spiritual eyesight—those who teach and follow the principles of Scripture. Thereafter, Peter asked Jesus to declare to them the meaning of this parable. Peter who would later be faced with the issue of non-kosher good in Acts 10:9-12, learns that nothing should be a barrier to proclaiming the Gospel to the Gentiles or to anyone.

v. 16-29. Jesus in response to Peter’s request explains that most people work hard to keep their outward appearance attractive, but what is in their hearts is even more important. In other words, the real person is what comes out of his or her heart, usually when they speak or do things. In the heart is hidden the evil thoughts which defiles a person: murder, adultery, fornication (devil worship), theft, false witness, blasphemies, these things that are usually hidden in the heart are the things which do defiles a person, and not the eating of food without unwashed hands. When people become Christians, God makes them different on the inside. He will continue the process if change inside them if they only ask. God wants us to have healthy thoughts and motives, not just healthy bodies.
v. 27. Truth, Lord: yet the dogs eat of the crumbs which fall from their masters’ table, said the woman. Mark in his Gospel called this woman a Syropheonician, indicating she was from a territory northwest of Galilee where the cities of Tyre (Tyrus) and Sidon were located. Matthew calls her a Canaanite, naming her ancient ancestors who were enemies of Israel. Jesus’ disciples asked him to get rid of the woman and they showed no compassion for her or sensitive to her needs. The lesson here is for us to be aware of the opportunities that surround us, and be open to the beauty of God’s message for all people and nations and make effort not to shut out those who are different from us. 
The statement Jesus made to the Canaanite woman could have produced silence, anger, denial, and discouragement. Yet she persevered. Jesus had left her an opening when he said: “It is not meet to take the children’s bread, and cast it to dogs.” She was not one of the Israelites and thus a “dog,” as Jews commonly applied to pagan idol worshipping Gentiles, but even dogs can eat the crumbs that fall from the children’s plates to the ground, she replied. The woman did not argue. Instead, and using Jesus’ choice of words, she agreed to be considered a dog an idol worshipper, as long as she could receive God’s blessing for her daughter. Then Jesus commended the mother’s faith and healed her daughter. The God of the whole earth shall he be called, for Israelites, Jews and Gentiles alike can claim him and his promises. Ironically, many who call themselves people of God would lose God’s blessing and Salvation because they rejected Jesus, and many Gentiles would find salvation because they recognized and accepted him. Thus only the needy and the rejected that would always have the inner vision to ever call him Son of David, not the religious.
Jesus healed people instantaneously. And the healings were permanent and always with the caution to sin no more. He spoke and it was done. Sometimes he laid hands on the victims of disease or demon possession. Sometimes people touched the hern of his garment and were healed. In this instance Jesus simply spoke the word of healing and it took place. He used his power according to his good pleasure.

v. 30, 31. This is an account of Jesus’ wholesale curing. Any and all came to him for help. In his goodness Jesus admitted rich and poor, young and old to his ministrations. He never complained of crows, nor looked with contempt upon those who were needy. He was as interested in peasants as in princes. Such was his power that he healed all sorts and manners of sickness. Nothing baffled him and no disease went untreated. “Unto him shall the gathering of the people be” (Gen 49:10), and no soul seeking salvation will be spurned, looked down upon or rejected. Who do you know that needs Jesus Christ’s healing touch? You can bring them to Jesus through prayer or by explaining to them the reason for our faith. Then let Jesus do the healing.
The crowd had been following Jesus for three days, and most of them must have been far away from home and many of them without food. So Jesus had compassion on them, and said to his disciples I will not send them away hungry, so they faint not. Once again his disciples had already forgotten the miracles when Jesus used 5 loaves and 2 fish to feed about 5,000 men excluding women and children. This feeding of 4,000 is a separate event from the feeding of the 5,000 in Matt. 14:13-21, confirmed by Mark 8:19, 20. This was the beginning of Jesus’ expanded ministry to the Gentiles. In a similar situation, the disciples of Jesus were again perplexed. How easily we throw up our hands in despair when faced with difficult situations. Like the disciples, we often forget that if God has cared for us in the past, he will do the same now and again. When facing a difficult situation, believers should remember how God cared for us and trust him to work faithfully again.
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