May 18 

Lesson 12

 Jesus' Teaching on the Law

Devotional Reading: Matthew 5:14-20
Background Scripture: Exodus 20; Isaiah 29:13, 14;
Matthew 5:17-48; 15:1-20; Romans 3:31
Matthew 15:1-11, 15-20
1 Then came to Jesus scribes and Pharisees, which were of Jerusalem, saying,

2 Why do thy disciples transgress the tradition of the elders? for they wash not their hands when they eat bread.

3 But he answered and said unto them, Why do ye also transgress the commandment of God by your tradition?

4 For God commanded, saying, Honour thy father and mother: and, He that curseth father or mother, let him die the death.

5 But ye say, Whosoever shall say to his father or his mother, It is a gift, by whatsoever thou mightest be profited by me;

6 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.

7 Ye hypocrites, well did Esaias prophesy of you, saying,

8 This people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far from me.

9 But in vain they do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men.

10 And he called the multitude, and said unto them, Hear, and understand:

11 Not that which goeth into the mouth defileth a man; but that which cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man.

 

15 Then answered Peter and said unto him, Declare unto us this parable.

16 And Jesus said, Are ye also yet without understanding?

17 Do not ye yet understand, that whatsoever entereth in at the mouth goeth into the belly, and is cast out into the draught?

18 But those things which proceed out of the mouth come forth from the heart; and they defile the man.

19 For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies:

20 These are the things which defile a man: but to eat with unwashen hands defileth not a man.

Key Verse

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. —Matthew 15:8, 9
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Summarize the conflict between Jesus and His opponents regarding the nature of "tradition."

2. Explain how the Pharisees' attempts to enforce law-keeping actually resulted in nullifying God's Word.

3. Analyze some personal, family, or church traditions to see whether they need to be discarded or revised in order to keep God's Word more perfectly.

Lesson Outline

Introduction
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Accusation (Matthew 15:1, 2)
A. Authorities Arrive (v. 1)

B. Authorities Confront (v. 2)

Rebuke (Matthew 15:3-9)
A. Hypocrisy (vv. 3-6)

B. Fulfillment (vv. 7-9)

Godly Discernment
Clarification (Matthew 15:10, 11, 15-20)
A. Public Explanation (vv. 10, 11)

B. Private Explanation (vv. 15-20)

What Goes into Your Heart?
Conclusion

A. Beyond Telephone Games
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C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Telephone Game 2.0

My children came home from a youth group activity excited to teach my wife and me a new game that they had learned. Everyone sits in a circle, and each person writes a phrase on a piece of paper. Each then passes his or her paper to the person on the left, who draws a picture that represents the phrase. After everyone has drawn a picture, the papers are to be folded so that the original phrases are hidden, then papers are passed one person to the left. Each person then writes out a phrase that represents the picture he or she has received. Papers are refolded so that only this phrase is visible, then papers are passed again to the left to repeat the cycle.

This process continues until each person receives back his or her original piece of paper. Papers are then unfolded to behold the often comical transformation of the original phrases into something quite different. My wife and I recognized this game as a creative adaptation of the old "telephone game" that we learned growing up.

The principle conveyed by these games is that a message often changes over time as it is passed along. This is especially true when the message has been passed across changing cultures over a long period. By the time of Jesus, something like this had happened to the laws that God gave His people on Mount Sinai many centuries earlier.

B. Lesson Background

Today's lesson focuses on a confrontation Jesus had with scribes and Pharisees over the meaning of the cleanness laws of the old covenant. Debates regarding these laws were common in the first century. Since the religious authorities tried to pull Jesus into these sharp debates, it is helpful to understand why they occurred in the first place.

The best way to understand debates of the first century AD regarding God's law is to sketch the contours of the law's complex history. God first revealed His laws, through Moses, on Mount Sinai; the recipients were the Israelites after their deliverance from bondage in Egypt. These laws were tailored to a people that God was bringing into the promised land to live as free people. Each tribe and family had its own God-given land, and God's law showed them how to use their freedom to reflect His holiness and justice. But the passing of the centuries saw the Israelites refusing to live according to God's laws, so He punished them by handing them over to other nations (see the Lesson Background of last week's study).

Since many of the laws delivered through Moses were directly connected with life in the promised land free from foreign domination, the first-century Jews struggled to know how to apply such laws under Roman occupation. For example, the Sabbath laws stressed the need for everyone to rest—whether slave or free, foreigner or native. Under the Romans, however, the full application of Sabbath laws was not always possible. Therefore, the common people relied on the scribes and Pharisees for interpretation and application of God's law.

Problems arose, however, when the religious authorities ended up placing their interpretations on the same level as the laws themselves. Today's text is an example of this. (Mark 7:1-23 is parallel.)

What Do You Think?
How do modern expectations and lifestyles make it difficult for us to live by biblical teachings?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding attitudes toward wealth

Regarding entertainment choices

Regarding cultural ways of determining "right" from "wrong"

Regarding laws or workplace policies that reflect an unchristian worldview

Other

I. Accusation

(Matthew 15:1, 2)

A. Authorities Arrive (v. 1)

1. Then came to Jesus scribes and Pharisees, which were of Jerusalem, saying.

Jesus' conversation partners in our passage are Jewish leaders from Jerusalem. The designation Pharisees means "the separated ones," and they are very strict in their interpretation and application of God's law (compare Acts 26:5). Scribes, who are often associated with Pharisees in the New Testament, study and make copies of the law as their occupation. It matters that they are coming from Jerusalem, for that city is the religious power center. Scribes and Pharisees from there see themselves as the guardians of proper religious instruction. So when they hear about strange teaching coming out of the small villages scattered about Palestine, they send envoys to gather information and, if need be, set matters straight.

Jesus already has had head-on collisions with the religious authorities, and they are already plotting to kill Him (Matthew 12:14). Their presence in this passage is thus an ominous sign.

B. Authorities Confront (v. 2)

2. Why do thy disciples transgress the tradition of the elders? for they wash not their hands when they eat bread.

The Jewish leaders who wish to silence Jesus launch this particular attack at the level of the tradition of the elders. The elders being referred to are probably the religious authorities back in Jerusalem; they are very careful to wash their hands ritually before eating (see explanation in Mark 7:3, 4). It is likely that these elders and/or their predecessors have developed this tradition out of genuine concern to uphold the cleanness laws of the Old Testament.

What Do You Think?
In what ways can a church tradition that was developed to address a genuine need become counterproductive or even antiscriptural over time?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding resources needed to continue the tradition

Regarding witness to the community

Regarding changes in demographics of the church itself

Other

The book of Leviticus places great emphasis on ritual purity or cleanness, so the scribes and Pharisees are not without biblical support. Their problem is that the Scriptures do not require ritual hand-washing before eating (compare Exodus 30:17-21; Leviticus 15:11). Rather, this is a tradition above and beyond that of the Law of Moses. The religious authorities also miss the point of the original meaning of passages about ritual cleanness, as we shall see.

II. Rebuke

(Matthew 15:3-9)

A. Hypocrisy (vv. 3-6)

3. But he answered and said unto them, Why do ye also transgress the commandment of God by your tradition?

Before setting the record straight on the issue of ritual cleanness itself, Jesus confronts the larger problem of tradition: although these leaders present themselves as guardians of the Law of Moses, their traditions sometimes end up undermining that very law. Jesus is now putting this practice on trial.

What Do You Think?
How can we ensure that our traditions do not break God's commands?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Matters of the faith vs. matters of expediency

Misunderstandings of biblical principles

Levels of spiritual maturity (1 Corinthians 8:9-13)

Personal preferences vs. personal convictions (Romans 14:1-9)

Other

4. For God commanded, saying, Honour thy father and mother: and, He that curseth father or mother, let him die the death.

Jesus picks as His case study two interrelated laws that are relatively clear-cut. The command to honor one's parents is stated in Exodus 20:12 and Deuteronomy 5:16. The punishment of death for cursing one's parents is recorded in Leviticus 20:9; the fact that the death penalty is invoked for such behavior emphasizes that this law is extremely important to God.

5, 6. 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.

Though the religious authorities pay lip service to God's command to honor parents, they also endorse a tradition that accomplishes exactly the opposite. Many Christians learn as young children the command to honor their parents. As children, we are taught to obey our parents, so we (ideally) do our chores, mind our manners, and do not talk back. But we must remember that the command to honor father and mother originally also included the idea of seeing to the needs of aging parents.

But the teachers of the law provide a loophole that enables opting out of this responsibility. In Mark 7:11, this loophole is called Corban, which means "offering to God." This legal sleight of hand involves (1) dedicating some or all of one's income to God, thereby making it ineligible for nonreligious use while (2) retaining possession of the money to provide for one's own needs. Since caring for parents can be classified as "nonreligious," Corban allows personal funds to be exempted from use in providing for parents' needs.

The religious authorities apparently do not believe that caring for parents is a deeply religious obligation, but Jesus disagrees. His rebuke is quite sharp. Paul follows Jesus in this by rebuking those who do not provide care for their own families. He even calls such care a way to show "piety," the neglect of which is worse than the offenses of infidels (1 Timothy 5:4-8).

What Do You Think?
What challenges do Christians today have in meeting responsibilities both to God and family? How can the church assist in this regard?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Financial responsibilities in relation to governmental assistance programs

End of life issues

Time-management responsibilities

1 Timothy 5:8
B. Fulfillment (vv. 7-9)

7. Ye hypocrites, well did Esaias prophesy of you, saying.

Hypocrites are those who say one thing but do another. Their words do not match their actions, and Jesus is about to explain why the scribes and Pharisees are in this camp. The prophet Esaias (Isaiah) encountered their same mind-set in his day, and the words he spoke in identifying this problem are timeless.

8, 9. 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.

Jesus quotes from Isaiah 29:13, and the situation Isaiah faced in the eighth century BC has parallels to that of the first century AD. To begin with, this quotation is part of a prophecy beginning in Isaiah 29:1, which addresses the people of Jerusalem specifically. In Isaiah's day, they worshipped God with great pomp and enthusiasm, but then they treated needy people unfairly in the courts and otherwise failed to address their economic situation as the law required (Isaiah 1:12-17). This is like the hypocrisy of the scribes and Pharisees who teach high principles yet neglect needy parents. When words do not match actions, we can be sure that one's behavior is the real indicator of where one's heart truly is.

These deviant activities had their own deviant leaders in Isaiah's day. Someone was convincing the Israelites that their sinful way of life was acceptable. Someone was deceiving the people with persuasive teachings that were deeply hypocritical. Isaiah 28:7, 14 names these perpetrators as the rulers, priests, and false prophets. Isaiah's insights were relevant not only to His time and place, but also to first-century Jerusalem and to us today.

Godly Discernment
Renowned science-fiction author Isaac Asimov (1920-1992) created The Three Laws of Robotics, which are employed throughout many of his stories. Those laws are (1) a robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm, (2) a robot must obey the orders given to it by human beings, except where such orders would conflict with the First Law, and (3) a robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Laws. The characters in his fictional books wrestle with the application of these laws—and eventually an additional Zeroth Law—in situations of ever-increasing complexity.
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Visual for Lesson 12. Start a discussion by pointing to this visual as you ask, "How can we make sure that cleanliness of heart is the greater priority?"
Part of the appeal of such fictional works is that they have a certain tie-in to reality. Our reality is that families, companies, and governments create rules to establish and maintain order within their boundaries. Although we don't always appreciate rules, a world without them would be chaotic.

As we wrestle with the application of laws and rules in situations of moral and ethical complexity, we must keep in mind that God's laws supersede human laws. This calls for discernment, especially in being able to recognize where interpretations of God's laws end up merely negating those laws. See also Acts 4:19 and 5:29.—V. E.

III. Clarification

(Matthew 15:10, 11, 15-20)

A. Public Explanation (vv. 10, 11)

10. And he called the multitude, and said unto them, Hear, and understand.

Jesus addresses three groups in Matthew 15. First, He engages His accusers: the scribes and Pharisees; His word to them is one of judgment on their faulty teaching and example. Now He turns to the wider crowd to set the record straight. In verse 15, He will finish His teaching by addressing His most immediate followers.

11. Not that which goeth into the mouth defileth a man; but that which cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man.

Jesus' main point is simple. People are not clean or unclean in God's eyes based on what enters their bodies—by way of their hands or otherwise. If that were the case, then only the wealthy could be consistently clean in a legal way because many people do not have water to spare for such purposes. To have enough water to be able to wash at every meal is a luxury unavailable to many people in ancient times.

We take care to realize that the issue is not that of removal of dirt as such. In reality, Old Testament purity laws seldom have to do with dirt. Some purity laws have to do with blood primarily because life is in the blood, making it sacred to God (Genesis 9:4). Some purity laws have to do with vessels that are set apart for sacred purposes; because these are sacred, they cannot be allowed to make contact with anything else (Leviticus 6:24-30). Such laws are designed to create Israel to be a set-apart people who take God's holiness seriously and do not defile themselves with the sins of their neighbors.

The concept of religious cleanness has to do with holiness, not dirt (compare 1 Peter 3:21). God wants people to live holy lives so He can dwell among them; when that happens, they will be shining examples to the world. By focusing on legal cleanliness before eating, the Pharisees unfortunately miss the heart of purity: that which cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man. Since the teaching coming from the mouths of the Pharisees is wrong, they themselves are judged by Jesus to be a "generation of vipers" and "evil" because "out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh" (Matthew 12:34, 35).

How to Say It

Berea Buh-ree-uh.

Corban Kor-bun.

Esaias E-zay-us.

Isaiah Eye-zay-uh.

Pharisees Fair-ih-seez.

B. Private Explanation (vv. 15-20)

15. Then answered Peter and said unto him, Declare unto us this parable.

As is their custom, Jesus' followers press Him to explain His teaching (compare Matthew 13:36; Luke 8:9). We are fortunate to be able to read these follow-up discussions because some of Jesus' richest teachings are found in them.

16. And Jesus said, Are ye also yet without understanding?

Jesus' followers are slow learners. But we should not look down our noses at them when a teaching seems obvious to us today. They have been under the influence of confused teaching about purity for a while. Even simple truths can seem quite complex after one's mind has been clouded by rival teachings that seemed persuasive earlier.

17. Do not ye yet understand, that whatsoever entereth in at the mouth goeth into the belly, and is cast out into the draught?

So Jesus begins with basic biology. To put it in modern terms, whatever enters the body works its way through the digestive system, and whatever the body finds useless leaves the body. Jesus' point is that everything that enters the human body leaves the body without making a significant difference in the life of the one who is eating.

Of course, we know today that harmful bacteria exists, and so we take care to wash our hands whenever appropriate to avoid germs that can lead to sickness. Jesus is not talking about this. Rather, He is responding to the faulty reasoning of the scribes and Pharisees regarding purity before God.

18. But those things which proceed out of the mouth come forth from the heart; and they defile the man.

The right place to focus is the heart. Ancient Jews do not view the heart as the primary place of their feelings; rather, they locate feelings in the intestines, similar to how we use the word gut, as in "I had a gut feeling." For the ancient Jew, the heart is the intellectual seat. They refer to the heart in the way we often refer to the mind or brain, although they probably do not disconnect feelings from the intellect the way moderns often do.

These observations are important for not missing what Jesus is saying here. By heart He likely refers to one's inner disposition—what people think, especially when they believe that no one else knows those thoughts. Someone who truly honors God seeks God's heart. When a person's heart is in tune with God, the rest of his or her life will reflect that fact (1 Timothy 1:5).

19, 20. For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies: these are the things which defile a man: but to eat with unwashen hands defileth not a man.

The state of a person's heart prompts all his or her behaviors, and Jesus lists several sinful actions that should be obvious in that regard. Most importantly, these things have nothing to do with whether or not people wash their hands ceremonially before eating.

What Goes into Your Heart?
More than 900,000 copies of Fred Stoeker's book Every Man's Battle have been sold around the world. While I am happy that his book is helping so many, I am grieved that its message is so badly needed. The book was written to help people fight the pervasive temptation of pornography. Here are some statistics of a few years ago:

· The adult film industry generates annual revenues exceeding $13 billion in the U.S. 

· There are more than 420 million pornographic web pages. 

· There are 68 million search-engine requests for pornography daily. 

· Those addicted to pornography include 50 percent of Christian men and 20 percent of Christian women. 

Pornography degrades attitudes about sex to being that of a self-centered thrill. It leads to adultery and ruined marriages. At its most vile, pornography is used to "season" trafficked women and children into the sex business.

As Jesus discusses the evil behaviors that spring "out of the heart," we do well to stop and ask ourselves how the seed for those evil behaviors was ever planted in the heart in the first place. "Thy word have I hid in mine heart, that I might not sin against thee" (Psalm 119:11).—V. E.

What Do You Think?
As Christians, how do we make sure that our witness is primarily in light of what we do rather than in light of what we don't do?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Examining attitudes about God's expectations

Examining attitudes toward other people

Examining traditional expectations about "correct" Christian behavior

Other

Conclusion

A. Beyond Telephone Games

The old telephone game and its contemporary successors are comical because of how bad humans are at passing along information accurately. Too much is "lost in translation" from one person to another. Human traditions are like this and religious traditions are no different.

Believers have been entrusted by God with the good news of God's kingdom. We must be careful to pass this message along faithfully. We must humbly admit that we are prone to confuse important information. We must return to the Scriptures constantly to evaluate what we hear, even from respected teachers. The Christians in Berea did this for the apostle Paul (Acts 17:10, 11), and we should continue to do so today. Failure to do this may mean missing out on the profound teachings of Jesus.

B. Prayer

Lord God, please make us clean from the inside out. Purify us by the truth of Your Word and the power of Your Spirit. Give us ears to hear the simple truths of Your Scriptures and discernment to know when human traditions have taken their place. In Jesus' name, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Let God's Word purify you
from the inside out.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Have the following questions displayed as learners arrive: Prayer before meals? Ate together as a family? Good manners enforced? Clean-your-plate Club? To begin, have learners pair off and discuss what dinnertime traditions were followed in the family in which they grew up. After a few minutes, ask, "Would three of you like to share with the whole class some dinnertime traditions you followed as a child but no longer do as an adult?" (Stress three as a limit to keep this segment from dragging out.)

After discussion, make a transition by saying, "Traditions can be useful as a means to achieve a good end. But when a tradition becomes an end in and of itself, trouble looms. Let's see what today's lesson has to say about a certain tradition."

Into the Word

Distribute copies of a handout titled "Who Implied What?" Under the title, have three columns designated Topic / What the Pharisees Implied / What Jesus Implied. Also include the following four entries as four rows under the Topic column: 1. Washing hands (Matthew 15:1, 2, 10, 11, 19, 20). 2. Supporting parents (Matthew 15:3-6). 3. Worshipping God (Matthew 15:7-9). 4. Being defiled (Matthew 15:11, 15-20).

Form learners into small groups of three or four to complete the rows according to the column designations. If time is short, have half the groups work on rows 1 and 4 only while other groups complete rows 2 and 3. Stress that the challenge is to move beyond what both the Pharisees and Jesus actually said to what they implied by what they said. Call for conclusions in a whole-class discussion.

Possible entries for the Pharisees column: 1. Everyone who doesn't practice ritualistic hand washing is in the wrong because we're right on the basis of the positions of authority we hold. 2. Money dedicated to God is just that, and you needn't feel guilty if you have no money left over to support your elderly parents. 3. As long as people are doing all the things we teach, everything is fine. 4. God values purity! If a person eats with the impurity of unwashed hands, how can anything else about that person possibly be pure?
Possible entries for the Jesus column: 1. Unclean hands won't make an unclean heart, but an unclean heart can certainly result in hands that are unclean with the stain of innocent blood. 2. You Pharisees have made a mistake in separating "money dedicated to God" from "supporting parents"; when you support your needy parents, you are dedicating money to God. 3. The fact that I have to quote Isaiah 29:13 means that you Pharisees—of all people!—are ignoring a lesson of history. 4. Make sure you distinguish the means from the ends—don't get them reversed!
Alternative: If you use a teaching method other than the above, distribute copies of the "Missing the Mark" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download, for learners to use as a personal note-taker throughout the lesson.

Into Life

Returning to the subject of family dinnertime traditions at the beginning of class, have learners pair off and discuss current family traditions (in any area) that should be changed or modified to align more closely with God's Word. Discuss how to deal with resistance to change. Distribute blank index cards and ask learners to jot their ideas for later reference. (Stress that you will not collect the cards.)

Option: Distribute copies of the "What Was Your Tradition?" activity from the reproducible page. Give students a few minutes to work on this individually before you discuss it as a class. Try to keep the discussion from becoming a gripe session by encouraging (even insisting) students to find Scriptures to support their positions.
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