
1 

 

3. Christ and Religious Tradition (2Q 2014—Christ and His Law) 

 

Biblical material: Matt. 23:1–7, Matt. 15:1–6, 8,9,  Isa. 29:13, Matt. 5:17–20, Rom. 

10:3. 

 

Quotes 

• It is a fine thing to establish one’s own religion in one’s heart, not to be dependent 

on tradition and second-hand ideals. Life will seem to you, later, not a lesser, but 

a greater thing. D.H. Lawrence 

• Tradition becomes our security, and when the mind is secure it is in decay. Jiddu 

Krishnamurti 

• Tradition: one of those words conservative people use as a shortcut to thinking. 

Warren Ellis 

• Traditionalists are pessimists about the future and optimists about the past  Lewis 

Mumford 

• Tradition is the illusion of permanence. Woody Allen 

• Tradition is an explanation for acting without thinking. Grace McGarvie 

 

Questions 

 Why is religious tradition both helpful and dangerous? How do we deal with our 

own religious traditions such as ordination? How can we avoid falling into the “legality” 

trap? What is the difference between cultural norms and religious principles? What 

lessons can we learn from the way Jesus dealt with these issues? 

 

Bible summary 

 Jesus tells the people and his disciples,”The religious teachers and the Pharisees 

are responsible as interpreters of the law of Moses, so obey them and do everything they 

tell you. But don’t follow what they do, because they don’t practice what they preach. 

They tie up heavy burdens, and place them on people’s shoulders, but they themselves 

don’t lift a finger to help them. Everything they do is to make sure they get noticed…” 

Matthew 23:1-5 FBV. In this very direct attack, Jesus is confronting the corrupting idea 

that external observance of the Law gains you credit. He also pointed out this hypocrisy 

when he said, “Then some Pharisees and religious teachers from Jerusalem came to Jesus 

and asked him, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of our forefathers by not 

washing their hands before they eat a meal?” ”Why do you break God’s commandment 

because of your tradition?” Jesus replied. “For God said, ‘Honor your father and mother,’ 

and ‘Anyone who curses their father or mother should be put to death.’ 
5
But you say that 

if someone tells their father or mother, ‘Whatever you might have expected to get from 

me is now a gift to God,’ then they don’t have to honor their father. In this way you’ve 

annulled God’s word for the sake of your tradition. You hypocrites! How well Isaiah 

described you when he prophesied: ‘These people say they honor me but in their minds 

they don’t care about me. Their worship of me is pointless. What they teach are just man-

made requirements.’” Matthew 15:1-9 FBV. 

 In these two examples Jesus illustrates how even legal observance can be twisted 

into doing what you want! In Matt. 5:17-20 Jesus points out he’s not abolishing the law 

but fulfilling it—showing what it really means! The tragedy is as Paul writes to the 
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Romans: “They don’t understand how God makes us right with him, and they try to make 

themselves right. They refuse to accept God’s way of making people right. For Christ is 

the fulfillment of the law.” Rom. 10:3, 4 FBV. 

 

Comment  

 The challenge of tradition is both a benefit and a curse! Traditions can keep 

memories alive, and help us gain a sense of belonging and of purpose. Traditions, 

especially religious traditions, help establish who we are. 

 But on the other hand, as we see in the texts above, they can get in the way of 

truth. By placing religious traditions above an examination of what is true we end up 

blindly “doing as we’re told” without spiritual reflection on the reasons why. The cry 

“we’ve always done it this way” is so often heard, and it deafens those who are trying to 

discover new ways of sharing our faith.  

 This is most glaringly dangerous when our traditions misrepresent God. All too 

often we do things because it’s the way we’ve always done them, not thinking how they 

will be perceived or whether there is any meaning in them for today. Much of what we 

may think is religion is simply accumulated traditions, and we need to strip away those 

that are in the way of best communicating God’s truth to our world. Just because 

religious leaders call for “holding onto the faith of our fathers” doesn’t mean we should 

be like those that Jesus condemned for simply following their traditions. Maybe we too 

need to see where we have replaced God’s truth with the traditions of men… 

 

Ellen White Comments 

The law of Jehovah was burdened with needless exactions and traditions, and God 

was represented as severe, exacting, revengeful, and arbitrary. He was pictured as one 

who could take pleasure in the sufferings of his creatures. The very attributes that 

belonged to the character of Satan, the evil one represented as belonging to the character 

of God. Jesus came to teach men of the Father, to correctly represent him before the 

fallen children of earth. Angels could not fully portray the character of God, but Christ, 

who was a living impersonation of God, could not fail to accomplish the work. The only 

way in which he could set and keep men right was to make himself visible and familiar to 

their eyes. That men might have salvation he came directly to man, and became a 

partaker of his nature.  {ST, January 20, 1890} 

 At a very early age, Jesus had begun to act for Himself in the formation of His 

character, and not even respect and love for His parents could turn Him from obedience 

to God’s word. “It is written” was His reason for every act that varied from the family 

customs. But the influence of the rabbis made His life a bitter one. Even in His youth He 

had to learn the hard lesson of silence and patient endurance.  

 His brothers, as the sons of Joseph were called, sided with the rabbis. They 

insisted that the traditions must be heeded, as if they were the requirements of God. They 

even regarded the precepts of men more highly than the word of God, and they were 

greatly annoyed at the clear penetration of Jesus in distinguishing between the false and 

the true…They recognized that His education was of a higher type than their own. But 

they did not discern that He had access to the tree of life, a source of knowledge of which 

they were ignorant. {DA 86} 
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