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LESSON FOUR – SPOKESMAN TO DISTORTION

Introduction:

When God first began to form the nation of Israel, separation, tradition and law were vital to establishing a people who would obey Him. Without them they would have been swallowed up by the godless nations surrounding them.  But we have learned that over the course of time these good things became distorted by a people who were perpetually sinful, and yet self-righteous about being God’s chosen people. 

This lesson focuses on Jesus’ role as prophet. There are many similarities between Jesus and the Old Testament prophets.

Question: What were the functions of a prophet? 
They had the role of calling the house of Israel, particularly the leadership, back to the Word of God, not just to the Law, but to the Spirit in which it was given. Although He had a few friends in high places (like Joseph of Arimethia and Joanna) generally speaking, Jesus ministered to the poor and downtrodden, and confronted the leadership. 
Is this what we do? Or do we tend to do the opposite – to honor the religious leaders and be harsh with the poor, unlovely, the “sinners.”
Read Matt. 23:13-15. Why is Jesus so harsh with them?

The Pharisees were the ones who originally called people back to the word of God and tried to keep Israel from selling out to Greek culture. Now it seems they were actually taking life away from the Israelites: “Blind guides,” “fools,” “brood of vipers,” “hypocrites,” “whitewashed tombs.” 

In spite of these harsh evaluations, Jesus devoted a lot of time to them, discussing, responding to their questions – his stern correction is still an expression of love. He wanted them to recognise him as their promised Messiah, to know and love him!
What were the distortions to which Jesus spoke?

1. Distorting the Law 
a. The law was originally a positive:

· It revealed the nature and character of God, 
· It served as a conscience

· It was a deterrent – helped restrain men from evil

· It gave an absolute by which to mete out justice

· It was a path, direction for living life

When followed, it brings a rich blessing to the follower’s life (Prov. 3:1-2). Ps 119, the longest chapter in the bible, is filled with the benefits of knowing and following God’s Law.
b. The spirit in which the law was given had been lost, and the intent of the law destroyed. Keeping the Law had become an end in itself – not only was the Law taught, but also myriads of rabbinic interpretations.
“Nothing was left to free personality; everything was placed under the bondage of the letter. The Israelite, zealous for the Law, was obliged at every impulse and movement to ask himself, ‘What is commanded?’ At every step, at the work of his calling, at prayer, at meals, at home and abroad, from early morning until late in the evening, from youth to old age, the dead, the deadening formula followed him. A healthy moral life could not flourish under such a burden, action was nowhere the result of inward motive, all was, on the contrary, weighed and measured. Life was a continual torment to the earnest man, who felt at every moment that he was in danger of transgressing the law.”

      


Schurer, The Jewish People in the Time of Jesus Christ

Foreign to us, who consider the simple thought: “What would Jesus do?” Keeping the Law had become a means to earn God’s favor and avoid His punishment, but lost was an inner motivation to obey the Law out of love for God.

Q. What instances did you note in reading Matthew where Jesus spoke out against a distorted use of law and emphasis on traditions?

c. Distorted use of Law: “I desire mercy not sacrifice”
· The intent of the Law to provide rest (Sabbath), give guidance for harmonious relationships (adultery, murder, marriage,) show mercy (love for enemies, forgiving others, judging others), protect (care for the poor), etc. was lost, replaced by a harsh legalism
d. Jesus added a new dimension to the Law, addressing some of these issues in Matt 5-7: 
· Matt 5:17-20: Jesus said he came not to abolish the law, but to fulfill the law. He shows us true righteousness, a righteousness that surpasses that of legalism, a righteousness of the heart. These verses are the intro to Matt 5:21-48, in which He illustrates what He means.

        
 “You have heard... but I say...”

· Not just “don’t kill”  > don’t even be angry with brother

· Not only do not commit adultery > don’t even lust

· Moses allowed divorce > no divorce except for adultery

· Not only do not swear falsely > let your yes be yes, no be no i.e. let all that you say be binding

· Not only limiting retaliation (eye for an eye) > but turn the other cheek, go the second mile – bless those who have hurt you

· Not love your neighbour, hate your enemy > but love your enemies, treat them as God treats His enemies – us.

2. Distorting traditions: keeping traditions that have lost their meaning: giving to the poor, prayer and fasting, ceremonial cleansing and defilement, tithing, outward righteousness (ref. Matt 23 – Jesus rebukes the Pharisees)

The heart of their ‘religion’ is stated in Matt. 15:7-9: “You honor me with your lips, but your hearts are far from me. You worship me in vain; your teachings are but rules taught by men.”
a. Sabbath – Matt. 12:1-14 (Ex. 20:8-11)

The Sabbath was originally established to remember who God is and what He has done in:

· Creation – in six days, seventh He rested. He had finished His work of creation – Sabbath is a gift of rest to us
· The Exodus – Sabbath was a reminder of their redemption from Egypt. For Christians, Sabbath celebration moved to Sunday, the resurrection day which was the completion of redemption. This is the notion of Sabbath-rest: God again is resting, for His work of redemption is finished. We enter HIS rest (Heb. 4:1-11) and no longer have to strive to please him through Law-keeping, trying to redeem ourselves.

Principle: The Sabbath was made for us. We are blessed when we honour God, have fellowship with God and rest from our work. 
Pharisees had used the Sabbath to limit people, to bind them, weigh them down – as a result God was not honoured and people were not blessed by keeping the Sabbath. They had clearly defined what work could and couldn’t be done, how many steps one could walk, etc. All the focus was on what could and couldn’t be done – not on God.

3. A Distorted Understanding of Separation

Failure to be separate had caused Israel so much trouble in the past; this was the root of the distortion. Remember Ezra’s command to send away wives who were not Israelites? (Ezra 10:2-5). Both leaders and common people were separatists (disciples too).
a. Jesus challenges the Pharisaic interpretation of the principle of separation within Israel – it does not mean excluding those whom God is calling into his Kingdom along with them
· Matt. 9:9-13 - Although these people were Jews, they were “sinners” not “law-keepers,” thus the same attitude of keeping separate from them prevailed.
· In Matt. 21:31b-32, 43-44, Jesus says that these repentant sinners will enter the Kingdom before the self-righteous Pharisees.

b. Separation from non-Jews: Challenges them to also be missionary minded, to remember their mandate to be a blessing to all nations. They would accept those who came to them as proselytes, but not go to other ethnic groups. In spite of the dominant separation concept, there is still the command to be a blessing to other nations: Gen. 12, Book of Jonah, Isaiah 19:25, 42:6-7, 49:6

Question: How does Jesus correct this distortion of separation?
a. What he did:
· Matt  8:5-13: Healing Centurion’s servant
· Matt 9:10-13: Eating with tax collectors and sinners

· Matt 15:21-28: Canaanite woman: the incident of the Canaanite woman was not to reinforce the separation concept, but rather to challenge it – a lesson for his disciples.
b. What he said:

· Matt 21:31-32 Tax collectors and prostitutes entering Kingdom first

· Parables: Matt 21:33-45: Parable of the wicked tenants - the Kingdom will be taken from Jews and given to others; 22:1-11 – Parable of the wedding banquet - Jews cast out, others invited

Principle: As your heart is for God, reach out to others:
a. Jesus exhorts disciples to both love God with all their heart, soul, mind and strength, and to let their light so shine before men that they will glorify God – be a witness to the Light.

b. They are to take the initiative in seeking and saving the lost, Jew or Gentile. Make no distinction – just be salt and light to the world!

c. Example of the Good Samaritan – anyone in need is my neighbour. The OT taught the same – Sabbath and blessing were also for manservant, maidservant and sojourner – all non-Jews.

Even the disciples did not understand this teaching. Peter needed a later revelation (Acts 10:1-48) to see that nothing and no one is unclean.

Q. Can you think of ways we are un-biblically separatist?

· People being rebuked for hanging around with non-Christians. A misguided attempt to keep ourselves pure?
· Being too busy with church activities to have anything to do with non-Christians

Separatism and exclusivism can rob us too of the joy of sharing the good news and seeing people enter the Kingdom receiving the gifts our heavenly Father wants to give to all people (Romania – legalism; fear of Islam) 
Appendix:

4. What Causes Distortion?

1. Life must be poured into a form for us to relate to it but the form can eventually become more important than what it represents. The spirit that led to the form is lost.

Distortion is one of the main reasons the Church loses sight of its goal, its reason for being (to carry on the work and ministry of Christ). When we begin to lose life and Spirit we lose the meaning of our traditions/forms (Christening or baptism, confession, communion, etc).
2. In order to safeguard elements of religion (which the Spirit will guard), the safeguard becomes more important than the element being safeguarded. We end up with man-made laws: (Ex Sabbath –keeping: not working on Sunday, no bike riding, cooking, etc., no movies dancing, card playing
3. How do we deal righteously with bigger social issues: abortion, divorce, homosexuality? (Kennedy’s example – students listening only to worship music then mocking a homeless man)
4. Lack of balance: The church rediscovers a truth of Scripture that has not been emphasized for a number of years, and proclaims it without teaching the whole gospel. Historically the issues have been:
· Social gospel vs. salvation

· Law vs. grace (fear of “cheap grace”)

· Spirit vs. Word (charismatic debate baptism in the Holy Spirit)

5. Fall into a merit system: results in pride, trying to earn God’s favour. In reality is a rejection of grace. What’s So Amazing About Grace by Phillip Yancey).
Every distortion is a rejection of grace, an attempt to do away with it. Only in grace can outreach take place. Within a merit system there is no need to tell others – let them come to Jerusalem, to us, to get the message and change! (Isa. 2:2-3; 60:1-7; Zech. 8:20-23)

6. Some particular distortions of the gospel:

· sects and cults are all distortions. Deny who Jesus is or how we are saved.
· “If you do your best” that’s all that can be expected, or it’s good enough
· “Cheap grace” as opposed to costly grace – it doesn’t matter what I do, I’ve been forgiven.
· Legalism – “don’t smoke, drink or chew, or go around with girls that do”, the list of ‘dos and don’ts’ varies by culture.
 Q: What are they on our/your culture? Other cultures? 
· Grace gives rise to doing something for God out of thankfulness > eventually gets distorted to point of doing it to earn God’s favour, or to avoid punishment.

The only way to be saved from distortion is through Jesus, the spokesman to distortion. We need the Holy Spirit to keep renewing our minds. We need a heart for God. He promised to write His laws on our hearts, not on stone anymore. Read Jer. 31:33-34.
7. The way in which Jesus dealt with distortion:

a. Jesus took what they already had, but shed new light on it. 
Ex: The whole law is summarized in loving God, and your neighbour as yourself – not a new teaching, just put in a new way.
b. He reveals the spirit in which they are keeping the Law. 
Ex: Mk. 3:1-6 – man with the shriveled hand. “He looked around at them in anger, deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts” and lack of mercy.
c. Jesus went beyond the law. Sometimes distortion was in the Law itself (as in Matt. 19:3-9 where divorce was permissible under Moses). Jesus gives them God’s best. In Matt. 5-7 He goes beyond Law to the meaning, reveals God’s intention.

d. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Law and prophets. He does not speak in a vacuum, but in the context of the OT understanding of these things. 
· The expectation of Salvation within their understanding of the fall of man still carrying the distorted image of God;
· The sacrifices and atonement (innocent suffering for the guilty) pointing ahead to a Messiah; 
· The coming of the Kingdom of God, 
· The “new covenant in my blood” originating in the OT Passover. 
In all ways Jesus is teaching, trying to bring understanding to them of how he is the fulfillment of everything!
Conclusion: We can understand why the Jews reacted as they did, They considered themselves to be safeguarding of rich Jewish tradition as God’s chosen people. Jesus was going to destroy their heritage (Acts 7:48-51). If what Jesus taught was followed there was no longer any need for the temple or the sacrificial system. The end of Judaism was at hand - not just the religion, but also their sense of identity, their reason for being as a nation. Jesus had to be stopped!

How would Jesus be received if he came to our church incognito teaching these things? 

