
Matthew 15:1-9
Rules are meant to be … what?

Strive to live by grace, not Law

There are various ways you can try to falsely separate the human race.  One way
that's even more clear than usual at present is by colour.  If you've been in touch with the
news at all during the last week, you'll have seen those protests under the banner of

Overhead: Black lives matter

And in some ways it's bizarre that we even have to put that into words … though
plainly we do.  Personally,  I think it's rather ironic that by having such large gatherings
while Coronavirus hasn't yet been properly sorted, that the lives of people of all colours are
being risked by those protests.

But I think there are legitimate ways that you can divide people up – or perhaps I
should say,  ways  in which people are already divided.  One of the ways that is most
wonderful and most terrible at the same time comes from Jesus' own lips:

... God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order
that  the  world  might  be  saved  through  him.  Whoever  believes  in  him  is  not
condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has
not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 

(John 3:17-18)

You either are right with God, or you are not.  There is no in-between sort-of-saved
state – even though we might not always be sure exactly which is true of certain people …
or even yourself.

But along with that division, I think there are various other things that tend to go
along with it – though not as starkly black or white, one or the other.  So in the Bible we're
told things like this:

Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its
practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after
the image of its creator. 

(Colossians 3:9-10)

In one sense, people who, we could say, have been saved, have put off the old self
… but the old ways of living still try to reassert themselves.  You have put on the new self
… but it is in need of continual renewal in that newness.

And another of those spectra, or sliding scale, is one this passage in Matthew's
Gospel presents to us today.  Do we live by grace, or do we live – or try to – by means of
law and works?  Those scribes and Pharisees, whom we probably remember Jesus had
quite a few run-ins with, typically represent the far end of that spectrum.  Rules, rules and
more rules.  Which, they thought, if you kept scrupulously, you could proudly feel that you
had made yourself acceptable to God.  Actually, says Jesus, it's the very opposite.

But if it only were that simple!  If only there were a nice distant group of people we
could regard as law-and-rules people, separated with
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Overhead: clear water between us

from those of us over here who live by the grace of God.  Actually, I think we may
find that there is a Pharisee inside each of us, forever struggling to reassert itself.  The
grace of God is wonderful, but still our human 

Overhead: default option

tends to be to resort to living by rules.

Every now and then the word-processing program I use on my laptop updates itself,
and every  time  it  reapplies  the  “default  settings”.   I  prefer  to  save  my files  as  Word
documents,  .doc format,  as  some  of  you  will  know.   So  I  set  that  in  that  computer
program's preferences.  But after an update, it always goes back to saving them in .odp
format.

And while God calls us to live by faith, relying on the grace of God through our Lord
Jesus Christ,  we tend to default back to thinking and living in terms of  rules, rules and
more rules.  Even the rules that God does specify aren't enough.  We make more, thinking
to justify ourselves … but actually all the more effectively condemning ourselves as well as
just  discouraging  ourselves  with  our  continuing  failures  to  do  what  we  have  tasked
ourselves to do.

And here in this passage Jesus rounds unusually forthrightly on this group of people
who weigh in with their constricting false gospel of rules.  And because we so easily slide
back towards that attitude ourselves, bit by bit, it's time to listen and take note of Jesus'
broadside against this crazy, hopeless approach to life.  Jesus strongly challenges the
hypocrisy of the Pharisees' attitude to God's law.

But, you know, this is really all rather sad.  I don't want us all to think that these
scribes and Pharisees set out aiming to be obnoxious.  Just like us, most likely, we start off
with the noblest of motives.  That is what makes all of this stuff about rules so subtle.  It
catches people who are bothered.  If you are serious about sin, that makes you strangely
vulnerable to this mistake, too.  Through ...

 The rationalisation of rules (1-2)

We've just got one example here, though you can find other examples in the Bible,
and loads of others if you comb through the Jewish literature of the time.  So here's what
we have in this passage:

“Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not
wash their hands when they eat.” 

(Matthew 15:2)

Now we're not talking simply hygiene here.  It's not like the current advice to 

Overhead: sing Happy birthday twice

while washing your hands with soap, to prevent contamination.  Or at least not that
kind of contamination.  You see, it started off with the best of intentions.  When the Jewish
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nation occupied the Promised Land, they were told … remember …?  What about the
people of those lands who survived the invasion?

“You shall not intermarry with them, giving your daughters to their sons or
taking their  daughters for  your  sons,  for  they would  turn away your  sons from
following me, to serve other gods.”

(Deuteronomy 7:3-4)

And you can see a terribly sad obsessive logic start to kick in here.  So that you
don't intermarry, don't associate.  So that you don't think like them, don't even touch them.
Soon there will be the feeling that simply to be in the presence of these Gentiles will be
subtly sub-standard.  To actually touch one of them would be defiling.

If you're out in a crowd, you might happen to bump into one of them without even
realising.  Nowadays, when we come into our house, we're told to wash our hands to
prevent the transmission of an actual virus.  And if you're a Jew who is properly concerned
with keeping God's commands, just in case there were the slightest chance that you had
become  “contaminated”  in  some  symbolic  way,  you  need  to  be  “cleansed”  in  some
symbolic  way,  and particularly  before  those contaminated hands touched your  lips  …
when you eat … because then that defilement could get inside you, even worse!

If you just wash your hands in a bowl, they come out of a solution of merely diluted
contagion.  So instead you need to wash away that contagion with a flow of water.

And  whereas  you  could  perhaps  understand  the  rabble  from the  streets  being
unaware of these subtle nuances, a true disciple, a rabbi … he would teach his disciples
about the necessity of absolutely scrupulous purity … surely?

“Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not
wash their hands when they eat.” 

(Matthew 15:2)

Do you see what a

Overhead: slippery slope

this is?  Each step seems logical.  Yet you start with a command to prevent idolatry,
and you end up with a ritual about how you must start every meal.  And eventually, over
time, you just have to do the ritual because you just have to do the ritual.

And the commands about taking a day of rest one day in seven become a morass
of micro-management, about what you can or can't carry, whether lighting one kind of light
is “work” and another isn't.

I  think we need to recognise that this all  started with,  very likely,  very laudable
motives.  How can I please God?  And perhaps the big do rules are tricky to specify, if they
reach very deep:

“Hear,  O Israel:  The LORD our  God,  the LORD is one.  You shall  love the
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.”

(Deuteronomy 6:4-5)

3



Ah, but the almost poetic detail of how this love of God is to permeate every aspect
of your lives, your thinking, your doing, every time you go out or whenever you return
home …

“You shall bind the[se rules] as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as
frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your house
and on your gates.” 

(Deuteronomy 6:8-9)

… oh, but these we can specify in little rules about things to wear on your wrists and
forehead, and how to decorate the front of your house.  Instead of knowing why you do
something, it's becomes in time simply a matter of knowing that you do something.

And then, most likely, the rules that you have talked yourself into thinking necessary
for  some kind of  holiness,  you have to impose upon others.   So Jesus,  whose fame,
remember, is starting to spread from the country backwater of Galilee ..

At that time Herod the tetrarch heard about the fame of Jesus, ...
(Matthew 14:1)

… has also come to the notice of the religious HQ of the area, Jerusalem, where
the Temple is located.  This unauthorised, eccentric young rabbi needs to be brought into
line.  A delegation has to be sent all that way, not so much to enquire, I suspect, but to
level accusations:

Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why
do your disciples break the tradition of  the elders? For  they do not  wash their
hands when they eat.” 

(Matthew 15:1-2)

You're teaching them wrong, Jesus.  There are all these rules that have been built
up over the centuries, accepted traditions about how people should make sure they don't
break any of those commands of God by wrapping them around with layer and layer of 

Overhead: theological insulation

… until you don't have time to think about loving God, or your neighbour, because
all your time is spent worrying over whether it's safe to eat

Overhead: fruit and nut

in the same chocolate bar.

Rules  will  always  tend to  proliferate and bloat,  and in  time they will  very likely
obscure the very thing they were put in place to promote.  And we all have this bit of the
Pharisee in us, I suspect.

It's good to read the Bible … but how much should I read each day?  When should I
read each day?  How long do I need to pray before I start reading?  What's the best Bible
to read from?  Is an actual book better than a screen?
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It's good to come to church … but how many times a week do I need to go?  And is
being there in person so much better than logging in on Zoom?

And what have we missed, as the rules start to proliferate?

Why do we read the Bible?  Is it about getting to know and love and worship the
living God better?

Why do we go to church?  Is it about encouraging your fellow believers?

And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, …
encouraging one another, ...

(Hebrews 10:24-25)

Folks, in practice, we can so subtly slip into living by man-made rules … even rules
made with the very best of intentions … but rules, instead of faith:

And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved
me and gave himself for me. I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness
were through the law, then Christ died for no purpose. 

(Galatians 2:20-21)

And yet, come back to our passage in Matthew 15.  I've tried to show you that this
kind of obsession with nit-picking little rules  could originate in wholesome motives, just
taken to an extremely unwholesome extreme.  But there is a much darker side to all of this
as well: not just a dopey mistake, but a deliberate manipulation.

 The condemnation of casuistry (3-9)

So  here  is  the  accusation  again  –  and  it's  levelled  at  what  Jesus taught  his
disciples, rather more than what they did:

“Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not
wash their hands when they eat.” 

(Matthew 15:2)

Now look at how Jesus throws their very own words back at them, capped with a
deliberately emphatic your:

“Why do your disciples  break the  tradition of the elders? ...” He answered
them,  “And why  do  you  break the  commandment  of  God for  the  sake  of  your
tradition? 

(Matthew 15:2-3)

And of course the crux here is what is being broken.  

“Why do your disciples break the  tradition of the elders? ...” He answered
them,  “And why  do  you  break  the  commandment  of  God for  the  sake  of  your
tradition? 

(Matthew 15:2-3)
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Which is more important? by implication.  And in case these scribes and Pharisees
start to huff and puff and protest their innocence, Jesus gives them an example of what he
means.  He's talking about “the commands” of God – so he quotes a commandment, and
then another verse showing just seriously the transgression of this commandment should
be taken:

“For God commanded, ‘Honour your father and your mother,’ and, ‘Whoever
reviles father or mother must surely die.’”

(Matthew 15:4)

You have to admit that that is a big one.  But now Jesus shows how there existed,
in  all  those convoluted “laws”  that  had built  up  over  the  years,  a  way to  negate  this
commandment, in practice.

But you say, ‘If anyone tells his father or his mother, “What you would have
gained from me is given to God,” he need not honour his father.’ So for the sake of
your tradition you have made void the word of God.” 

(Matthew 15:5-6)

What a wonderful get-out clause!  If pressed by a parent for some kind of help –
which would fit in perfectly with “honour your father and mother” – oh no, there is a magic
word which makes that commandment vanish.  “Corban”, you might have heard it, too, in
Mark's Gospel – just transliterated from (I think) Aramaic.

The wonderful thing about this magic word is that it did everything and nothing at
the same time.  You didn't have to have registered this “Corban” status in advance, like
buying an insurance policy.  You could just say it, then and there, and the “what you would
have gained from me” is magically accredited “sorry, I've given this to God” status … “and
(said all very sanctimoniously) God, you have to admit, comes even higher up the tree
than my parents”.  Even better, as part of the deal, God didn't expect you to actually give it
to him until you died – it was yours to continue to enjoy until that time.  It's just that you're
not allowed to give it away, even to a parent.  How … very … convenient!!

Needless to say, that's not something that the Bible prescribes, but an invention of
the Jewish legal system.  An inbuilt loophole, which was being used in practice to “make
void the word of God”.

And what happens, bottom line, is that people can use their faith, or their so-called
“conscience”, or Scripture, most likely out of context, as an excuse for what they just want
to do.  Just as a simple example, there's that line from Romans:

 … you are not under law but under grace. 
(Romans 6:14)

How many Christians have tried to use that to wriggle out of some duty?  The speed
limit doesn't apply to me, because  I'm not under law but under grace.  Those lockdown
restrictions, they're only principles, which I don't need to worry so much about because I'm
pretty sure I'm not infectious, and besides, I'm not under law but under grace.

How about we put the fuller context up there on screen?

6



Do not present your members to sin ... For sin will have no dominion over
you,  since  you  are  not  under  law  but  under  grace.  What  then?  Are  we  to  sin
because we are not under law but under grace? By no means! 

(Romans 6:13-15)

Or maybe we prefer a softer get-out clause for ourselves, because we know that we
can't fairly use Romans 6, with Paul's outraged By no means!  What about “oh, but God
understands our weaknesses” … which clearly is true.  I reminded you of these words last
week:

As  a  father  shows  compassion  to  his  children,  so  the  LORD  shows
compassion to those who fear him. For he knows our frame; he remembers that we
are dust. 

(Psalms 103:13-14)

Clearly, gloriously true.  But then we perhaps decide to apply that in cases where
we know very well that there is very pertinent Scripture that we're trying to dodge.  So we
try  to  rebrand  what  the  Bible  labels  as  sin  as  merely  “a  weakness”,  which  God  “will
understand”.

So it's “a relationship”, not a sin.  It's “an infatuation”, not lust.  It's “an oversight”, not
a deceit.  It's “being sensitive”, not lying.

And God “understands”, and maybe, if it's done in the name of something we can
label “love”, we might even try to persuade ourselves that he actually approves.  And then
we dare anyone to suggest otherwise.  Perhaps we need to adapt Jesus' words slightly, in
our own context:

“So for the sake of your tradition you have made void the word of God.”
(Matthew 15:6)

For the sake of our comfort or convenience or pride, for the sake of their or my self-
image, we can “make void the word of God”.  Which of course is an irony:

…  for “All flesh is like grass and all its glory like the flower of grass. The
grass withers, and the flower falls, but the word of the Lord remains forever.” 

(1 Peter 1:24-25)

Folks, I deliberately used an unusual word in titling this second part of the sermon:

 The condemnation of casuistry (3-9)

That is the precise word for it.  And here is an definition for you:

specious,  deceptive,  or  oversubtle  reasoning,  especially  in  questions  of
morality; fallacious or dishonest application of general principles 

Basically, in the context of Matthew 15, deliberately twisting the Scripture, to evade
its force upon your life.  Folks, just notice how almost furiously Jesus responds to this.  He
has bounced the accusation of the scribes and Pharisees straight back at them, with an
unanswerable dissection of one particular example.  Mark records that Jesus then notes
that there were plenty of further examples he could have used:
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“… thus making void the word of God by your tradition that you have handed
down. And many such things you do.” 

(Mark 7:13)

That deliberate, callous abuse of Scripture has been seen … and condemned …
before:

“You hypocrites! Well did Isaiah prophesy of you, when he said: ‘This people
honours me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship
me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’” 

(Matthew 15:7-9)

See the tragedy there.  There is religion there.  The rituals are all being observed.
Everything looks and sounds fine.  But there is an emptiness within.  And, is this what
Jesus is getting at here using this as a profound warning, it is all

Overhead: highlight in vain

Folks, it is great that you are here on screen – and more of you on screen each
Sunday than we have typically been seeing in person, at the chapel, week by week.  I am
delighted to see your (largely) smiling faces.  But just take note of these words that Jesus
quotes:

Overhead: highlight their heart is far from me

Can I just finish with quite a long quote from J C Ryle on this point.  He starts off the
statement:

the religious worship which God desires, is the worship of the heart

And he presses it home:

What is the first thing we need, in order to be Christians? A new heart.
What is the sacrifice God asks us to bring to him? A broken and a contrite heart.
What is the true circumcision? The circumcision of the heart.
What is genuine obedience? To obey from the heart.
What is saving faith? To believe with the heart.
Where ought Christ to dwell? To dwell in our hearts by faith.
What is the chief request that Wisdom makes to every one? "My son, give me your

heart." 

Folks, you're still with me, at the end of this sermon, so he has your attendance.
Hopefully your interest.  He may even have your outward conformity and obedience, with
precise attention to detail.  But does the Lord Jesus Christ have your heart?

Strive to live by grace, not Law
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