Matthew 15, Traditions vs. God’s Word, and a Canaanite Woman, 2/19/2010

· Opening

· What gift(s) did you receive for the Valentine’s Day that just passed?  From whom?  Did you like that gift?  Comparing to that gift, is there something that you would cherish more from that person?  
· Could you name some traditions that are unique in the Chinese culture?  Do you still follow them?  Why or why not?  
· Last week, we had the closing section on John the Baptist, and talked about Jesus feeding the five thousand, and Jesus (and Peter) walking on water.  The underlining theme: who is Jesus?  Tonight, we shall study Jewish traditions vs. God’s words, and examine God’s salvation for Jews and for gentiles.  We shall then close this chapter by another miracle of Jesus feeding 4000 men.  Read the Bible Matthew 15.  

· How would you divide this chapter into sections?  

· Traditions vs. God’s Word (15:1-20) 
· Do you wash hands before eating?  After using bathroom?  Why or why not?  

· The Pharisees and teachers of the law – a delegation of fact-finding team, in reaction to what Jesus did and how people responded to him.  

· The Pharisees accused that Jesus and his disciples broke the tradition of the elders.  However, Jesus rebuked them by pointing out their practice of tradition had broken the command of God.  The tradition versus command: how could they be against each other?  Which one to follow if you have to make a choice?  

· Traditions are important to the Jews.  “After the Babylonian captivity, the Jewish rabbis began to make meticulous rules and regulations governing the daily life of the people.  These were interpretations and applications of the Law of Moses, handed down from generation to generation.  In Jesus’ day this ‘tradition of the elders’ was in oral form.  It was not until A.D.200 that it was put into writing in the Mishnah.”  (NIV Study Bible).

· The traditions were established to help people obey the law, how is it that they ended up overshadowing that law?  (NIV Serendipity Bible)  

· Why did the tradition emphasize so much on washing hands before eating, for hygienic reason?  

· Mosaic Law: Priests are to wash their hands in the Laver before offering sacrifice (Exodus 30:17-21).  

Tradition of the Elders: All people are to wash hands before eating lest they pass ritual uncleanness to food, which, when eaten, would render the whole body unclean.  Not as a hygienic precaution, but a ritual act of pouring water over the hands up to the wrists.  

· However, will one really be “clean” by doing so?  What is God’s standard of being clean (i.e., holy)?  
· Jesus’ example of Pharisee breaking the command by their tradition: 

· Mosaic Law: Honor your father and your mother (Exodus 20:12).  

Tradition of the Elders: Money may be dedicated to God, and that relieves a son from the responsibility of using that money to support his parents in their old age.  The money, however, did not necessarily have to go for religious purposes.  The Corban formula was simply a means of circumventing the clear responsibility of children toward their parents as prescribed in the law.  NIV Study Bible.  
· Does a person really serve God if he does what is said here?

· “It is what comes out of a man that makes him unclean.”   Explanation of why the tradition of washing hand won’t make one clean before God.  

· “Jesus replaced the normal Jewish understandings of defilement with the truth that defilement comes from an impure heart, not the violation of external rules.  Fellowship with God is not interrupted by unclean hands or food, but by sin.”  (NIV Study Bible)  

· Many times the uncleanness that comes from our hearts hurts others much deeper and longer than external uncleanness.  

· Discussion

· Do you consider the establishment of traditions of the elders a good thing or a bad thing for the faith of the Jews?  It surely had a good intention; however, what went wrong?  What is missing in obeying the traditions by the Pharisees and teachers of the law?  God’s will.  

· In our lives today, do you see examples of compliance in formality but hurting the true purpose?  
· What are the traditions of Christians today?  Sunday worship, Bible study, observation of Christmas, Thanksgiving and Easter, using “God Bless You” as greeting, etc… Do they automatically make a person true Christian?  Do we always go after God’s will behind these practices?  
· The Faith of the Canaanite Woman (15:21-28) 
· Why did Jesus go to the vicinity of Tyre and Sidon?  To find the lost sheep of Israel.  

· Although God’s plan was to bring salvation first to his chosen Israel and then to Gentiles, he responds to all who call on him in true faith.  This Gentile woman’s attitude of humble faith allowed Jesus’ healing ministry to operate.  ESV Study Bible.  

· Later, through the apostles, the message of the gospel is to go to the Gentiles (Acts 1:8; 22:21; 26:17–18, 23; cf. Luke 24:47; John 10:16), but at this point in the unfolding of God's purpose, the focus is on the Jews and their spiritual need.  ESV Study Bible.  
·  “Son of David”  This title refers to the prophecy that an offspring of David will come to be the King.  Whoever uses this title to call Jesus was acknowledging that he is the Messiah.  
· Dogs.  Jews frequently insulted Gentiles by calling them dogs, which in ancient Palestine were wild, homeless scavengers.  But the form Jesus uses here (Gk. kynarion, “little dog”) suggests a more affectionate term for domestic pets.  Jesus is not insulting the woman but testing her faith.  ESV Study Bible.  
· The rest part of the analogy:

· Children: the Israelis, God’s chosen people.  
· Parent: God.  
· Bread: God’s blessing and mercy.  
· Why did Jesus give such an answer?  Was he reluctant to cure the Gentiles?  Was this the first time that he did that?  Remember what he did in Decapolis?  If Jesus was not reluctant to cure the Gentiles, why did he respond in that way?  

· The woman presses Jesus by alluding to the extended blessings promised to the Gentiles through Abraham (cf. Gen. 12:3), which she knows about.  ESV Study Bible.  
· What would your reaction be if you are compared to a dog?  Surprisingly, the woman was not offended, and not even showed any frustration.  Instead she accepted her inferior statue and pressed on for mercy from God.  Jesus rewarded her with healing and praise.  
· “You have great faith!”  This is a rare praise throughout the New Testament.  Yet it was given to a gentile woman who put down her personal pride when kneeling before God.  This is an vivid example of “whoever humbles himself will be exalted” (Matt. 23:12)

· Discussion.  

· What can we learn from the Canaanite woman?  Do we still sometimes unconsciously try to “save our face” when interacting with God?  Do we sometimes put our personal pride before our needs for God’s grace?  
· Jesus Feeds the Four Thousand (15:29-39) (See also Mark 8:1-10)
· This event is similar to but different from Jesus’ feeding of 5,000 (14:13-21).  

· Picture what happened.  Jesus and his disciples were still in the Decapolis, and Jesus had compassion for a large crowd because they had been with him for three days and had nothing to eat.  Jesus asked his disciples what to do.  Finally, he fed them (about four thousand man plus women and children) with seven loaves of bread and a few small fish, and at the end, there were seven basketfuls of broken pieces left.  Jesus and the disciples then got into a boat and went to the region of Dalmanutha.  

· What worth noting is the disciples’ response to Jesus’ request: “Where could we …?”  Didn’t they just experience a similar miracle of feeding the 5,000?  How could they didn’t know what Jesus could do?  
· Retrospectively, there is no explanation that could justify the disciple’s short memory.  However, such weak faith has been happening all the time from the every early days (the Israelis in Exodus) till now.  What is your personal experience?  
· Since early centuries, the differences between the feeding of the 5,000 and the feeding of the 4,000 have led some Christians to believe that the feeding is primarily for the Jews in the first one and for the Gentiles in the second one.  See v. 32 “And they praised the God of Israel.”  
· Wrapping up

· Tonight we saw the stark contrast between the Pharisees and the Canaanite woman.  Who were more religious from the outside?  Who actually stood closer to God?  
· “God is sprit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.”  
· Who is Jesus?  
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