
Proper 16B – Manmade Tradition or True Revelation? 

1. Church history is full of examples of groups and communities that have confused their 

traditions with divine revelation 

a. In many ways the Reformation was fought over tradition vs revelation, much of 

what the medieval (and modern day) RCC carries forward and practices is based 

on tradition not revelation. 

i. Another example is the Shaker (not Quaker though they came out of the 

Quaker movement) community. 

ii. Believing that they follow the Bible they taught that everybody could find 

God within him or herself, rather than through clergy or rituals, and that 

their lives should be dedicated to pursuing perfection and continuously 

confessing their sins and attempting a cessation of sinning – nothing too 

earth-shaking there. 

iii. However, they also believed that their members should be celibate, the 

group only expanded by conversion and adoption  

iv. Consequently by 2017 there were only two Shakers remaining in the last 

Shaker community. 

b. What is it about humans that we hold so tightly to what we’ve become used to 

that we can’t let it go even when we can see that there’s no future in it?  

c. Why are we so apt to confuse divine truth, which cannot be compromised, with 

tradition, that may have been good at the time when it started but needs to 

change to meet the needs of a different time? 

2. That’s what we see in our OT and our Gospel lessons today – the tendency of human 

tradition to replace divine truth. 

a. Our OT lesson comes from Isaiah, it’s a prophecy looking 200 years into the future 

when Jerusalem would fall 

i. Isaiah reports that at that time there will be widespread ignorance, the 

people will lose the ability to discern God’s Word, “And the vision of all this 

(his message) has become to you like the words of a book that is sealed. 

When men give it to one who can read, saying, “Read this,” he says, “I 

cannot, for it is sealed.” (Is 29:11) 

ii. In the place of committing themselves to the Word of God they had built up 

holy sounding traditions, “Because this people draw near with their mouth 

and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me, and their 

fear of me is a commandment taught by men.” (Is 29:12) 

iii. Israel would seek to keep a religious veneer, they thought they were 

serving God with their tradition, but it was void of real faith. 

iv. Listen to the Lord’s critique of Israel from earlier in Isaiah, “What to me is 

the multitude of your sacrifices? says the LORD; I have had enough of 



burnt offerings of rams and the fat of well-fed beasts; I do not delight in 

the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats. “When you come to appear 

before me, who has required of you this trampling of my courts? Bring no 

more vain offerings; incense is an abomination to me…I cannot endure 

iniquity and solemn assembly…Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; 

remove the evil of your deeds from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn 

to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to the 

fatherless, plead the widow's cause.” (Isa 1:11-17) 

b. And we see the same thing in our Gospel lesson as the Pharisees criticize Jesus’ 

disciples for eating with unwashed hands 

i. As Mark tells us, “For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they 

wash their hands properly, holding to the tradition of the elders.” (Mk 

7:3) 

ii. This was an ongoing point of contention between Jesus and the religious 

leaders of Israel, the place of manmade tradition vs divine revelation. 

iii. The religious leaders had effectively used tradition not only to solidify their 

position but to cut off people they felt were undesirable, labelling people 

“sinners” whom God’s Word did not. 

iv. As Jesus criticized them in another encounter recorded in Matthew, “Woe 

to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and 

cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and 

mercy and faithfulness. These you ought to have done, without neglecting 

the others.” (Mat 23:23) 

c. We can use holy sounding tradition to codify and fossilize what feels right to us 

without regard for what God’s Word really says 

i. And our tradition can get in the way of people really getting to know God 

and His Word for both those inside and outside of the church. 

ii. From the inside if our long-held traditions don’t come from God’s Word we 

are more likely to have a skewed understanding of who God is and what it 

is to be in relationship with him. 

iii. For those outside of the church it creates one more impediment to them 

coming into relationship or can be used by those inside as a way to keep 

them out like it was in Jesus’ day. 

d. Paul has this to say about anything that obscures our right understanding of who 

Christ is and what He’s done and the freedom that we have in Him. 

i. “See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, 

according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the 

world, and not according to Christ…let no one pass judgment on you in 

questions of food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new moon or 



a Sabbath. These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance 

belongs to Christ…These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in 

promoting self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the body, but 

they are of no value...” (Col 2:8,16-17,23) 

ii. The substance is Christ, He fulfilled the Law with all of the temple worship 

and regulations so that we would be free. 

iii. Our sins are forgiven through faith in Christ’s sacrifice, alone not by the 

traditions that we follow no matter how holy they sound. 

iv. Tradition itself is not bad as long as it is in accord with and secondary to 

God’s Word, it is changeable where God’s Word is not 

3. What “necessary” traditions do we hold on to that may have outlived their usefulness? 

a. Are certain service types, service times, and hymnals God-ordained or merely 

tradition? What practices are we holding on to that may be comfortable for us 

but are keeping a new generation out? 

i. Must I wear an alb, a collar, burn two candles for communion but one for 

non-communion services? 

ii. Must you and I genuflect (bow) as we approach the altar or walk from one 

side of the altar to the next? 

iii. Must we say, “This is the Word of the Lord,” after every reading or the 

“Glory be…” at the conclusion of a Psalm? 

iv. The answer to these and a host of other questions is “no” – these practices 

and customs aren’t mandated in Scripture nor even in our Confessions (the 

Book of Concord) – these are the traditions of man that we too easily 

confuse with the truth of God. 

b. Covid has given us an unprecedented opportunity to truly evaluate why we do 

what we do because so many of our practices had to be placed on hold. 

i. There have been good changes that have occurred, things that I think have 

made our church more approachable for those new to our church 

ii. We use service bulletins instead of taking the service straight out of the 

hymnal, making it much easier to follow for someone new. 

iii. We now record our services which makes our services available not only for 

those of our church family who previously couldn’t make it to church but 

also to anyone who has access to the internet. 

c. Do we want to be like the Pharisees that Christ confronted in our Gospel, the 

church that says, “When you look like us, talk like us, and act like us then we’ll 

accept you, but you must uphold our traditions to be part of us,”? 

i. The church has only one mandate from our Lord which He gave in the Great 

Commission, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.” (Mt 28:19) 



ii. Let us continue to have the courage to examine who we are and what we 

do for the sake of the Gospel and Christ and not our personal likes and 

dislikes that in everything we do the substance Christ and His truth and not 

manmade tradition. 


