Sabbath Day Sermon of July 1, 2017.
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Jesus Reveals the Identity of Phariseeism
Matthew Chapter 23

Nowhere else in the Gospel does Jesus speak scorchingly about evil people as he does about the scribes and Pharisees in this chapter? If you have the red lettered Bible, you will notice that the whole chapter is entirely in red, because Jesus spoke those words about these religious leaders. Just as the legitimacy of the position of the ministers of the Gospel today is recognized as that of the Scribes and the Pharisees, but Jesus made it clear that bad people can occupy good offices. The Pharisees boast of the orthodoxy of their preaching and the goodness of their works. But what they said and what they did were not in agreement. Their talk was better than their walk. Jesus says they are hypocrites; good people should not follow their practices.

The tradition of the Pharisees and their interpretations and applications of the laws had become as important to them as the Law itself. Their laws were not all bad, just as some of the laws of United States are not bad. The problem arose when the religious leaders took man-made rules as seriously as God’s laws; told the people to obey these rules but do not do so themselves, or obeyed the rules, not to honor God Almighty, but to make themselves look good. Jesus condemned the Pharisees as hypocrites.

5-12. Phylacteries, meaning “paper boxes,” were small leather cases containing strips of vellum on which were written the words from Exodus 13:1-16; Deuteronomy 6:4-9; 11:13-21. Two such cases called tephillim, or prayers were carried; one on the forehead, and the other on the arm, in literal compliance with Exodus 13:16; Deuteronomy 6:8; 11:18, borders or “fringes,” were the four tassels, one at each corner of the cloak, the symbolized religious devotion (Number 15:38-41). Jesus said that all of this was done for the purpose of parading their piety before people, and he condemned the practice.

Jesus exposed the hypocritical attitudes of the religious leaders. They knew the Scriptures but did not live by them. They did not care about being holy, just looking holy in order to receive the people’s admiration and praise. Today, like the Pharisees, many people say they know the Bible but do not let it change their lives. They say they follow Jesus, but they do not live by his standards of love. People who live this way are hypocrites. We must make sure our actions match our beliefs. In many churches today, occupying the positions of leadership has grown stronger than loyalty to God Almighty. This is what happened to the scribes and Pharisees. Jesus is not against all leadership; we need Christian leaders, but against leadership that fleeces the flock and serves itself rather than others.

“Neither be ye called masters;” this challenges the norms of the society. To Jesus, greatness comes from serving, giving of yourself to help God Almighty’s work by helping others. Service keeps us aware of others’ needs, and it stops us from focusing only on ourselves. Jesus came as a servant to show us how to serve and the way to heaven.

13-15. The eight “woes” pronounced against the scribes and Pharisees appear only in this Gospel. They are hypocrites, that is, stage-players in religion. Their condition is woeful: living, their religion is vain, dying their ruin is great. Being a religious leader in Jerusalem was very different from being a pastor in a secular society today. Israel’s history, culture, and daily life centered on its relationship with God Almighty. The religious leaders were the best known, most powerful, and most respected of all leaders. Jesus now makes these stinging accusations because the leaders’ hunger for more power, money, and status had made them lose sight of God Almighty, and their blindness was spreading to the whole nations. This attitude, no doubt is still spreading even in our time as we have observed in the lives of the Roman Church religious leaders who are the successors of the Pharisees.
Pronouncing a “woe” on someone or some group expresses grief at their sorry state and warning of the very bad consequences to follow. The first of the seven woes against the scribes and Pharisees accuse them of hindering people from entering God Almighty’s Kingdom, perhaps by their opposition to Jesus’ Gospel and his disciples. 
“The second woe.” It is clear enough that the Pharisees’ converts were attracted to Phariseeism as Catholics to Catholicism, not to God Almighty. By getting caught up in the details of their additional laws, regulations, sacrament, and man-made Babylonian doctrines, they completely missed God Almighty, to whom the laws pointed. In their case, what is left is the religion of works which puts pressure on people to surpass others in what they know and do. Thus a hypocritical teacher was likely to have students who were even more hypocritical. Let us not as Christians form the habit of creating Pharisees by emphasizing outward obedience at the expense of inner renewal.

16-24. “The third woe.” Jesus condemned the scribes and Pharisees for permitting people to violate their vows to God Almighty. Taking an oath by the temple was subject to exemption, but if it was taken by the gold of the temple, it was binding. Jesus said that the gold was sanctified by the temple, not the temple by the gold.  Taking an oath to the temple, he said, is binding because the oath is taken by God Almighty who lives in it. Moreover, Jesus said no one can break a commandment on the ground that to keep it would violate an oath. Because wicked people would then take many oaths in order to invalidate the commandments of God Almighty.

“The fourth woe.” It is possible to obey the details of the laws but still be disobedient in our general behavior. If we could be very precise and faithful about giving 10 percent of our money to God Almighty but refuse to give one minute of our time in helping others. Tithing is important, but giving a tithe does not exempt us from fulfilling God’s other directives. 
The Pharisees strained their water so they wouldn’t accidentally swallow a gnat, that is, an unclean insect according to the Law. Meticulous about the details of ceremonial cleanliness, they nevertheless had lost their perspective on inner purity. They were ceremonially clean on the outside, but they had corrupt hearts. The Scribes and Pharisees neglected the most important concerns of the law: justice, mercy, and fidelity on the account of their obsession with calculating the religious taxes to be paid on vegetables and spices. This overwhelming interest is trivia and leads them to overlook the big things as the camel.
“The fifth and six woes.” Jesus condemned the Pharisees and religious leaders for appearing saintly and holy outwardly but inwardly remaining full of corruption and greed. The Christians are therefore warned, that living their lives as a show to others is like washing cups and dishes used at a meal on the outside only; which is not matched by their efforts at moral purity. So wide is the gap between external appearance and internal reality that the scribes and Pharisees were described by Jesus as “whitewashed tombs.” When we are clean on the inside, our cleanliness on the outside won’t be a sham.
“The seventh woe,” to the Pharisees reflects the widespread building of tombs and shrines for martyred prophets around Jerusalem. Jesus accuses the scribes and Pharisees of being the physical and spiritual descendants of the people who were originally responsible children of these martyrdoms. The children of serpents, and a generation of vipers who might not escape the damnation of hell. Proof of this charge is the hostility shown to Jesus and his followers in the present and in the future. The retribution promised against this generation would have been interpreted in Mathew’s community as the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in A.D. 70. Abel was the first righteous person to be killed, and Zachariah is presented as the last canonical prophet to have been martyred.

Jesus wanted to gather his people together as a hen protects her chicks under her wings, but they would not let him. Jesus also wants to protect us if we will come to him. Many times we hurt and do not know where to turn. We reject Jesus Christ’s help because we do not think he can give us what we need. But who knows our needs better than our Creator and Father? If you will turn to Jesus today, you will find that he helps and comforts as no one else can.

Jerusalem was the capital city of God’s people, the ancestral home of David, Israel’s greatest king, and the location of the Temple, the earthly dwelling place of God Almighty. It was intended to be the center of worship of the true God Almighty and symbol of justice to all people. But Jerusalem had become blind, and she is still blind today, and insensible to human need. Here we see the depth of Jesus feelings for lost people and for his beloved City, which would soon be destroyed. 
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