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A. What is the trouble with tradition? For some, the answer is NOTHING! The traditionalists love tradition. In the church where I grew up, it was the tradition to follow the morning prayer by saying the Lord’s Prayer. One Sunday a guest pastor prayed but forgot to start the Lord’s Prayer. So, the assisting elder stopped the service and had us bow once again and all say the Lord’s Prayer…a little awkward. But for some, I suppose, passing a whole Sunday without following the tradition of saying the Lord’s Prayer in morning worship just wouldn’t be right. They might consider it sacrilege, a sin even.


Others, the innovationists, loathe tradition. To them, traditions are deadening: “just following the script, same old, same old, over and over.” They almost long for some interruption: a person fainting, the lights going out, the pastor knocking over the microphone stand or tripping over the cord. In some churches they try to do something different every Sunday, which has become their…tradition! 


B. Our Lord Jesus Christ came to call a people to come together and form the new church, the new family of God. This was in the context of a hopelessly compromised church that was under the domination of false teachers. And part of the error of these false teachers was that they had created and composed, had established and imposed upon the people a set of man-made traditions that often obscured and stifled true faith. So, when the Son of God appeared and began to correct and reject their traditions, they were set on a collision course that came to a head at the cross. 


We have seen this conflict brewing from the second chapter of Mark’s gospel. The religious leaders openly criticized Jesus, but were frustrated at every turn. And, for them, things were worsening. Jesus’ disciples had been out preaching, the crowds were swelling around him, his teaching was to them the voice of God, and, of course, his many, mighty miracles fully authenticated him as sent by God.


C. So, the Pharisees attempted a new attack. Jesus’ disciples (presumably under his direction) did not keep their traditions! They did not wash their hands before eating. Now, boys and girls, I want you to know that it is very wise to wash your hands before you eat. Germs may be on your hands and may transfer to your food, and you might get a tummy ache. But this is not what they were talking about. It was not about hygiene but about holiness. God’s people had been commanded in the Bible to maintain ceremonial purity by not touching certain forbidden things, like a dead body or certain animals. 


So, the Pharisees had created an additional list of rules to avoid becoming ceremonial unclean. And that included a ritual of washing before you would eat anything. Since Jesus’ disciples were not following their tradition, they complained. They thought they had found a chink in Jesus’ armor, a weakness they could exploit in order to condemn him. And Jesus answered them with a solemn warning against imposing man-made traditions on others. And we need to beware of the same. 

I. BEWARE TRADITIONS THAT NULLIFY THE WORD OF GOD.


A. Some Christian traditions are innocuous and do not conflict with God’s Word. In most churches, for example, the pastor stands while the people sit. But in Eastern Orthodox churches, the people routinely stand during worship. You’d have a hard time proving that one or the other is correct from Scripture (standing all through worship would also be a hard sell in most churches). But some traditions do contradict the Scriptures and are to be rejected, of course. Listen carefully to the Pharisees’ complaint. 
“Now when the Pharisees gathered to him, with some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem, 2 they saw that some of his disciples ate with hands that were defiled, that is, unwashed. 3 (For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands properly, holding to the tradition of the elders, 4 and when they come from the marketplace, they do not eat unless they wash. And there are many other traditions that they observe, such as the washing of cups and pots and copper vessels and dining couches.) 5 And the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 


What had happened is that in their zeal to keep God’s law the Pharisees had created a list of other rules that would prevent the faithful from ever even coming close to breaking God’s commands. Some have called this “putting a fence around the Torah or Law.” So rigorous were they, for example, in not violating the Sabbath that they had formed many other Sabbath laws that went beyond the Bible itself. And then their rules became the real focus, and the purpose of the Sabbath was obscured. Instead of a joyful, beneficial day of rest and renewal, it became a stifling day of fear lest you violate one of their rules. So, by their rule-making, they forfeited God’s positive intention of the blessing of the Sabbath Day. 
And Jesus exposes how their traditions sometimes overruled God’s Word. “9 And he said to them, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to establish your tradition! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever reviles father or mother must surely die.’ 11 But you say, ‘If a man tells his father or his mother, “Whatever you would have gained from me is Corban” ’ (that is, given to God)— 12 then you no longer permit him to do anything for his father or mother, 13 thus making void the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And many such things you do.” 


Their tradition allowed someone to dedicate all of their possessions to the Temple but still to use them while alive. So, if their parents had needs, “Oops, sorry, cannot help you. All my worldly goods are reserved for God, not for you.” So, their traditions became an excuse for nullifying, for ignoring the very law of God. 


B. One of the great benefits that was recovered during the Protestant Reformation was called the “formal cause” of the Reformation. Over the many centuries, the Roman church had created many traditions, not unlike the Pharisees of Jesus’ day. Most serious, though, they taught that the church had received the Scriptures, but alongside the Bible, the church had also received a tradition that was not in the Bible but was known to the bishops, passed down from generation, called the “magisterium.” So, these two streams, the Bible and the tradition flowed together to form the Word of God. And the Protestant Reformers, beginning with Martin Luther, rejected this extra-biblical tradition and insisted that only the Bible was the Word of God and that it alone could bind the conscience. 


C. The first principle of Presbyterian church government highlights this crucial understanding. 
“1. God alone is Lord of the conscience and has left it free from any doctrines or commandments of men which are in any respect contrary to the Word of God, or which, in regard to matters of faith and worship, are not governed by the Word of God. Therefore, the rights of private judgment in all matters that respect religion are universal and inalienable.” Missouri is called the “show me” state. Presbyterians are the “show-me-from-the-Bible” church. Family and even church traditions are fine and may be helpful, but not if they contradict or nullify the Word of God. 

And, not if they add to the Word of God.    
II. BEWARE TRADITIONS THAT ADD TO THE WORD OF GOD.


A. Sometimes traditions do not officially replace the commands of God, they only seek to add to them. Some of my friends attended a church and they were told that they could not teach a class or serve in leadership if they would not promise to abstain from drinking alcohol or using tobacco products. Notice, these requirements do not exactly deny the Bible’s commands, but they do add new rules which would be hard to prove from Scripture. This was also a part of the error of the Pharisees. They laid their heavy restrictions upon the backs of the people and condemned them for not following their rules. 
6 And he said to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, 

“ ‘This people honors me with their lips, 

but their heart is far from me; 

7 in vain do they worship me, 

teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’ 

8 You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.”

B. This exposed the danger of “Jesus and… Christianity.” Jesus is great…AND we also have to insist upon this other thing if you want to be a real Christian. And the other thing is some philosophy or practice that is not specifically required by Scripture. Now, it is not an error to say “Jesus and something that Jesus has commanded.” The Great Commission requires us to call for faith in Christ and “teaching them whatsoever Christ has commanded.” This is not to reject Jesus and sexual purity, for example, or Jesus and love for neighbor. No, Jesus himself has commanded the same. Obedience to God’s law goes with Jesus and is not an artificial tradition. 


C. I’m going to give some current examples of “Jesus and…” teaching. I may step on some toes (which is a warning to always wear your steel toed boots to church on Sundays). 


How about “Jesus and some particular form of pietism like having at least a half an hour of morning devotions or reading through the Bible in a calendar year? Hey, seeking God in daily Scripture reading and prayer is a helpful way to grow in Christ. But specifying a minimum time limit or a particular time of day goes well beyond Scripture. Here are some others. I will just list them without comment:


Jesus and nationalism.


Jesus and wokism. 


Jesus and capitalism (or socialism).


Jesus and observing Old Testament dietary laws. 


Jesus and a weight-loss program or exercise routine.


Jesus and the Book of Mormon.


Jesus and Mohammed and the Koran.


Jesus and new prophecies, and new revelations. (I’ll stop there.) 
What always tends to happen when some “and” is added to Jesus is that Jesus starts to fade while the “and” only gets bigger and bigger


There is a popular cult in our area that has been active for close to a hundred years. It was started in Scotland in 1903. It officially denies the gospel of grace. It teaches that salvation is achieved through rigorous good works. And it insists that to be a true Christian, you cannot worship in a church building, you cannot have trained clergy, and you cannot pay your pastors (I strongly object to that last one!). 

D. There are two powerful dynamics at work here spawning all of these “Jesus…AND” false teachings. First, in order to stand out and get noticed, you must create something new and claim it is the right, better, the only true way. The other dynamic is that nobody is naturally attracted to the gospel of grace because it is offensive. It calls for the confession of sin and repentance from sin. We always naturally seek some false religion that leaves the self in the center, on the throne. So, beware traditions that nullify the Word of God or traditions that add to the Word of God, and  

III. BEWARE THINKING THAT TRADITIONS BETTER COMMMEND US TO GOD. 


A. Did you notice the great loss that Jesus speaks of in verse 6? “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; 7 in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.” Some, by piling on more and more traditions, think they are drawing closer to God when in fact they are actually drifting farther away from God! That’s inevitable as the “AND” gets bigger and Jesus necessarily gets smaller. This is, I think, an example of our Lord’s complaint against the church in Ephesus in Revelation 2: “ ‘I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and 

how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be false. 3 I know you 

are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name’s sake, and you have not grown weary. 4 But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love 

you had at first.”

That can happen, you know, getting so caught up in the fight that you forget Who you’re fighting for, that you “abandon the love you had at first.” Satan would be happy with us giving up the fight or worshiping and loving the fight most of all. 

B. This applies to thinking that artificial traditions that call for unbiblical sacrifice or abstaining from enjoying God’s good gifts will bring us closer to God. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin warns of this trap of thinking that God will be more and more pleased with our increasing acts of denial of his good gifts: “For when consciences once ensnare themselves, they enter a long and inextricable maze, not easy to get out of. If a man begins to doubt whether he may use linen for sheets, shirts, handkerchiefs, and napkins, he will afterward be uncertain also about hemp; finally, doubt will even arise over [cheap, fragile] tow. For he will turn over in his mind whether he can sup without napkins, or go without a handkerchief. If any man should consider daintier food unlawful, in the end he will not be at peace before God, when he eats either black bread or common victuals, while it occurs to him that he should sustain his body on even coarser foods. If he boggles at sweet wine, he will not with clear conscience drink even flat wine, and finally he will not dare touch water if sweeter and cleaner than other water.” (839)
CONCLUSION


Such is the trouble with traditions. Sometimes our cherished traditions can lead us to ignore God’s Word itself or to add to God’s law and require others to follow our traditions also. Or our traditions can become a false path to God’s favor that, in the end, is only a display of self-effort and overweening pride. 


This is clearly one of the reasons Jesus came. It was to restore a fallen church. It was to correct the many errors of their teachers and to bring God’s people once again into the knowledge of the truth. 
Primarily, though, Jesus came to fulfill God’s commandments for us sinners, that we might then be reconciled to him, controlled and empowered by his Spirit, and enable to live that new life of joy and worth, living according to God’s better way. 😊
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