
Sermon 30th October 2011 

Have you ever been in the company of someone who keeps on asking you 

questions? If they are aged about four they get away with it! Why? Why? 

However, if it is an adult, the chances are you will get fed up with it! Jesus 

has been putting up with the ongoing challenges from the teachers of the 

law and the Pharisees.  Today, we come to the climax of these ongoing 

disputes and debates. The question is; who are the real heirs of the 

Kingdom of God? Those represented by the teachers of the law / Pharisees 

or the new Israel of both Jew and gentile? Jesus says very strongly to the 

teachers of the law and the Pharisees, you have been every opportunity to 

embrace the promises of God, in the past and in these messianic times, but 

you have failed to do so. He sees  no repentance here and ultimately their 

actions will lead to crucifixion. 

Here comes the real twist of the knife, a truly vitriolic attack! See these 

people, says Jesus; they are spiritually blind. Yes, they are the authorised 

interpreters of the Moses law, but they are hypocrites, for they do not 

practice what they preach! So obey their words but do not imitate their 

actions.  This is religious zeal, not tempered by love or mercy. You always 

have to be careful what you say today, so as not to be misunderstood,  but 

are there comparisons for today’s world of multi fundamentalism?  

We also need to remember that not all Pharisees were like this and some 

would have agreed with Jesus words and there is the context for  

Matthew’s listeners who were facing persecution from the successors of 

both of these groups. Maybe he is putting these strong words into the 

mouth of Jesus for a purpose. 

Whatever the real context, there is an obvious challenge for us in our daily 

Christian lives, to live up to the words we say and not to wear masks, one  

 

for our words and a different one for our actions. We are human, we will 

make mistakes, and the words of Jesus are difficult to live up to. However, 

that is not what is going on here. 

The accusation against the Pharisees is one of loading rules and regulations 

onto the backs of ordinary people, but not lifting a finger to help them 

carry the load. By unreasonably extending, elaborating or interpreting the 

law or making new laws with no authority, the law had become a burden 

on the many. But for the few, life was so much easier! 

Look at me, they say. Look at what we do. We have our phylacteries; do 

you see them, tied onto our heads and left arms?  These were small boxes 

containing scripture verses that were tied on by a leather strap to head 

and left hand and recited during morning and evening prayers. Do you see 

the size of our tassels on the 4 corners of our outer garments?  They were 

exhibitionists, who emphasised ceremonial trivialities!  

Not only did they want to be recognised by what they wore, they wanted 

to be noticed and where you sat at banquets and worship was critical to 

show your status. Like the stars of today, there are places to be seen in and 

people to be seen with! They had forgotten Proverbs 25: 6-7 

We are not finished yet! They liked to be complimented, and have 

influence over others. There were specific social rules developed how to 

greet an important person, like a teacher of the law, if not, it was seen as 

insult. So in the market places they liked to be called teacher / Rabbi, or 

Abba / ‘Father’ (disciples were known as their children) or leader. All titles 

of respect and honour.  .Jesus says to the crowd, you are all brothers, 

equals, there is only one teacher and Father in heaven and that is God, and 

there is only one leader and that is the Messiah. Not these people.   



I wonder what kind of image do we have of these people in our minds. The 

image is not pretty!  If by any chance any of them were not angry before, 

they would be now!  

You love your power, don’t you, but the way of God is this. Read verses 11-

12. This is Jesus in word and in action. No contradiction, no hypocrisy. God 

born into the world as a child, a baptism he did not need to have, he 

washed the disciple’s feet and he died a criminal’s death.  

That is our example. The real expression of faith comes from an internal 

transformation, linking what we believe and how we act. There are no 

masks in authentic discipleship, one for what we say and one for what we 

do and that is a real challenge for us, because we fail to live up to that 

expectation. 

It is not a love of power that we seek, but the power of love and the 

humility of Jesus Christ. And if we are to influence anyone, may it be 

because we point away from ourselves, to Jesus Christ, the way, the truth 

and the life. Amen. 


