How NOT To Be A Servant Of God

Matthew 23:1-33

This morning as we come to the time of the Word of God, the Lord really kind of impressed upon my heart to take us to a passage that speaks to the matter of spiritual leadership.

I want to draw your attention to Matthew chapter 23 this morning. It’s not my desire this morning to preach a sermon to you, particularly, but more to open a chapter of the Word of God to you and let God’s Spirit speak. As I prepared my thoughts and prepared in the study of the Word I wasn’t really concerned with a lot of the textual details that I often deal with, I wasn’t concerned with a lot of the illustrative material, but simply to unfold the significance of this tremendous chapter, Matthew 23.

Now those of you who know me know that I have a very difficult time covering very many verses in one message. In fact, I have been known to spend weeks in a verse or two. But I would like this morning to just move rather rapidly through the greater portion of this chapter and see if I can’t at least identify in your minds some of the very crucial elements of what I’m calling “How NOT To Be A Servant Of God.” 

Matthew 23:1-33 (NIV)

1Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: 2“The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. 3So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach. 4They tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. 5“Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on their garments long; 6they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; 7they love to be greeted in the marketplaces and to have men call them ‘Rabbi.’ 8“But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have only one Master and you are all brothers. 9And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. 10Nor are you to be called ‘teacher,’ for you have one Teacher, the Christ. 11The greatest among you will be your servant. 12For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted. 13“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to. 15“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are. 16“Woe to you, blind guides! You say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’ 17You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that makes the gold sacred? 18You also say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gift on it, he is bound by his oath.’ 19You blind men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes the gift sacred? 20Therefore, he who swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 21And he who swears by the temple swears by it and by the one who dwells in it. 22And he who swears by heaven swears by God’s throne and by the one who sits on it. 23“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices - mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law - justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. 24You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel. 25“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. 26Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside also will be clean. 27“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. 28In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness. 29“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous. 30And you say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our forefathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.’ 31So you testify against yourselves that you are the descendants of those who murdered the prophets. 32Fill up, then, the measure of the sin of your forefathers! 33“You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell? 

Pray
Those of you who have been with us in our study of Philippians know that over the last three weeks in Philippians we have been dealing with three models of spiritual leadership, Paul, Timothy and Epaphroditus. Philippians chapter 2 gives us these three men as illustrations of those who in humility and without complaint in difficult circumstances worked out their salvation in effective service to Jesus Christ. They are magnificent models of spiritual leadership. And we have spent three weeks examining the character of that modeling.

In contrast to that, I want to share with you from this chapter the anti-model of spiritual leadership, what a servant of God is not. And I basically have two reasons for doing that: one, I am concerned about the mass of people who are really false spiritual leaders in our world today and I think it’s important for us to understand this chapter because it will aid us in this recognition. In other words, it will help us to evaluate those who offer themselves as spiritual leaders and we can assess whether or not they are legitimate. So this chapter will provide for us a guideline for the recognition of false servants of God. Secondly, it provides not only recognition but also instruction. And by contrast as we look at what a spiritual leader is not to be, we will therefore understand what a spiritual leader is to be. And so, if we can we’ll turn the table a little bit in our thinking and having seen what Jesus condemns, we will then know what He exalts, what He commends. Having seen the character of a false leader, we can understand by contrast the character of a true spiritual leader.

We All know of the scandals that have happened in Christianity and perhaps those that are currently going on. We need to ask ourselves the question, “Why don’t we police our movement? Isn’t anybody in charge? How can we allow these kinds of people who are causing obvious scandals in Christianity discredit the good people in Christianity?”

This morning, if I might, I would like to allow the Lord Jesus Christ in His own words to police our movement by helping us to have a guide by which we evaluate the truth or falsehood of someone and also a contrast by which we can evaluate our own standard for spiritual service.

Now it is obvious that there have always been false prophets, false preachers, false teachers, false leaders, false shepherds, even false Christs as we read about in the New Testament. Certainly Jeremiah pointed them out, the prophets who prophesy falsely. Ezekiel pointed them out, those foolish prophets who followed their own spirit. Jesus pointed them out as false prophets, false Christs who show great signs and wonders. Paul pointed them out as hypocritical liars who are spouting demonic doctrines generated by seducing spirits. Peter spoke of them as those who secretly bring in destructive heresies, they’re like dogs who eat their own vomit, he said. John spoke of them as the many antichrists that already exist. Jude called them deluded dreamers who defile the flesh, spots on your love feasts, scabs and blemishes. 

There have always been false shepherds. There have always been those who are of great danger to the people of God.


Matthew 7:15 (NIV)

15“Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.

He did not mean wolves dressed up like sheep. Sheep’s clothing is wool and the wool robe was the garment of the prophet. Zechariah said, “They wear wool to deceive.” They are not dressed up like sheep, they are dressed up like shepherds and they are false ones.

Acts 20:29-30 (NIV)

29I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. 30Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them.

But of all of the portions of Scripture that deal with these false teachers, none is more touching, none is more direct, none puts them in clearer focus and none is more penetratingly full of judgment than Matthew 23. And these words seem to be the strongest, harshest, most direct and comprehensive against false teachers in the Scripture, and that may well be, of course, because they were spoken by our Lord against the greatest assault that hell had ever amassed, namely the three-year assault on the ministry of Jesus Christ. It may well be that this was the greatest assault of false doctrine and false teaching to this point in the world’s history. Certainly this is the greatest denunciation of false teachers in Scripture.

Now I want to give you a little bit of the background. It is the Passover season. Jesus will soon be at the cross in just a matter of days. He has gone into the temple and in the temple He has entered into conflict with the religious leaders, namely the scribes and the Pharisees. The Pharisees were the legalistic sect of Jews who believed in salvation by works. They were fundamental legalists. Within the Pharisees was a group known as the scribes who were the experts in the law. They were Pharisaical law experts. They had devised an apostate Judaistic system in which salvation was gained by ones own self-righteous achievements. 

It is to them that Jesus brings this message. It is His final public sermon that He ever preached. The rest of His conversations are with the disciples from this point on. He gives this message in the temple where He has been in an ongoing conflict with them. He has given parables that speak of their judgment, now He is direct. He gives the message in the hearing of the scribes and the Pharisees because after all it is directed at them. But He also gives it in the hearing of the crowd, the multitude, because it acts as a warning to them to turn from these false leaders. Furthermore, He gives it in the hearing of the disciples because they are to be the true teachers to whom the people must turn. 

So the disciples are there, the crowd is there; the scribes and the Pharisees are there as well. And verse 1 then says, “1Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: 2“The teachers of the law <the Scribes> and the Pharisees.” At that point we’ll stop long enough to say He directs the message to the scribes and Pharisees in the sense that they are the subject while there is a much larger audience. This is a judgment on them but more than that, it is a warning to the rest of the crowd, but more than that, it is a call to that warned crowd to follow His disciples who are the bearers of truth and righteousness.

Now, basically He focuses on two things: their character and their condemnation. And I submit to you that we have here both a guide for the recognition of false teachers, as well as a standard in the negative sense of what a true and faithful servant of God should be like.

Let’s look, first of all, at their character. And as I said, we’ll not have time to dig into all the details, we’ll move rather rapidly but I’ll give you six marks of false spiritual leaders that will be a guide for you today as much as they were then.

Number one, false spiritual leaders, false preachers and teachers, lack authenticity. They lack authenticity. Verse 2 says, 2“The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat or the chair of Moses. Each synagogue had a special seat or a chair, the chair of Moses. It was a chair occupied by the legal authority on the law, the supreme authority on the law, the supreme teacher in that synagogue community would be said to be sitting in the chair. We have the same situation today in universities. We talk about a chair of philosophy, or a chair of science, a chair of history, a chair of literature. What we mean by that is the leading expert in that entire venue of education sits in that seat of prime authority. They had it in the synagogue as well. There was the seat of Moses, it is the chair of authority. The word “seat,” by the way, is kathedra. The Roman Catholic Church says that when the Pope speaks for God he speaks ex cathedra, out of the seat of authority. And so this was typical of the synagogue. There was a chair occupied by the leading law expert. It may not always have been a literal chair but it is seen as a position of authority.

Now the point that I want you to notice in verse 2 is the scribes and the Pharisees have seated themselves in the chair of Moses. The point is, they put themselves there. There’s no call of God here. There’s no authenticity. They are self-appointed usurpers who took the place of authority and tried to keep everybody that threatened that authority out of that place. All you have to do is read in to the gospels a little while and you find that the Pharisees became immediately violently hostile to Jesus Christ. Why? Because Jesus’ teaching threatened their authority. The first sermon recorded in the gospels, Matthew 5 to 7, the Sermon on the Mount, they responded by saying that, “He spoke as one having, what?, authority.” There were many, many people in positions of authority threatened by the clear, precise, powerful, dramatic, dynamic teaching of Jesus. In fact, in Luke 4 when He came to Nazareth and He stood up and read from Isaiah and spoke in terms of an explanation and a fulfillment of what Isaiah said, they were so threatened by His message, so threatened by His power and authority, they took Him to the brow of a hill and would have killed Him except that He escaped them. Jesus in John 15 and 16 promises His own that they will have persecution, they will have trouble, that the world will hate them because the world hated Him. And then in chapter 16 verse 2 He says, “The day will come when they will put you out of the synagogue.” Why? Because your truthfulness and your authenticity will be a threat to their usurped authenticity. And they did it. They did it with Paul. Paul was a tremendous threat to them. And they did it with the other of the apostles. False spiritual leaders are always self-appointed experts. They are not called by God. They are not anointed by God. They are not properly trained. They are not properly ordained within the community of those who hold the Word of God precious and live by biblical truth. They are not accountable. They exist in a self-appointed identification. So all those who say they are the spokesmen of God must be carefully examined to see if they are gifted by God, called of God, faithful to the Word of God and empowered by the Spirit of God so that there is authenticity. 

I mean, let’s face it, the religious charlatans in our culture are absolutely pandemic, they’re every place. Anybody who wants to can pop on to the scene, become a self-appointed prophet, say whatever he wants and get a following. It is everywhere. But the true shepherd, the true pastor is authentic, called by God, gifted by God, confirmed by the church, godly in character, faithful to the Word of God.

Secondly, they are indicted in regard to their character not only because they lacked authenticity, but they lacked simplicity. This is alluded to in verse 3, it says, 3So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. Now why does He say that? Why does Jesus say do what they tell you? Because He’s speaking in reference to the chair of Moses. If they are sitting in the chair of Moses and articulating the law of God, then do what they say, do what they say. The implication of that is that when anyone speaks the Word of God, he speaks as the true minister of God should speak. And the truth of God even in the mouth of a false prophet is no less the truth, right? The Word of God in the mouth of a liar is no less the Word of God. And so He is simply saying that the Word of God is the message, the Word of God is the issue, and even they if they speak the Word of God speak truth that you must do.

The problem was, of course, that they didn’t limit it to that. They would speak the law of Moses, they would take the chair of Moses and speak the Word of God. In the synagogue they would read the Word of God. The problem was they lacked simplicity, they had gone way beyond the Word of God. It is said that the Pharisees alone had fifty volumes of manmade regulations in addition to the revelation of the Old Testament. They lacked simplicity. They did not stay with the Word of God and only the Word of God. The religious leaders of Israel were not unlike many today who add to the Word of God their visions, their traditions and their revelations that exceed the Word of God. We have all heard false teachers on the television telling people that they had received a new word from God.

Now you don’t find their new word in the Bible. Oh, they may say a verse for it but it’s completely out of context and therefore void of meaning except to the false teacher.

You can look at the Mormon church, it’s not just the Bible, it’s the Bible plus the Book of Mormon, The Doctrines and the Covenants. You look at Christian Science, it’s the Bible plus Science and Health and Key to the Scriptures, and the writings of Mary Baker Eddy. And you look at the writings of all these other people who have attached themselves in a cultic form to some bizarre interpretation of Scripture, you look at people today who want to add their visions and their revelations, private interpretations, prophecies, reams of stuff beyond Scripture.

There is in the life and ministry of a true spiritual leader a simplicity in that his content is confined to the Word of God. Basic.

Third thing that they lacked, they lacked integrity. Please note verse 3 again, But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach. They lack integrity. They say but they don’t do. In other words, He says when they sit in the chair of Moses and they speak Mosaic truth, do what they say. When they speak the law of God, do what they say. But don’t do what they do because even when they say the truth they don’t do it. They have no integrity. That’s a very basic issue. False leaders are always corrupt on the inside, always. Read carefully 2 Peter chapter 2. Read carefully Jude’s epistle. There are monumental statements in there about their internal corruption. If you add that to this chapter and to some other places in the New Testament, you get a description of their lack of integrity that would run something like this, they are called leaven, they are called whited tombs, they are called whited walls, they are called graves concealed by grass, they are called broken pots covered with silver dross, they are called tares, they are called wolves, they are called wells without water, false prophets, presumptuous, natural brute beasts to be taken and destroyed, they are called filth spots and scabs, immoral, covetous, cursed children, clouds in a tempest to whom the mist of darkness is reserved forever. They are called deluded dreamers who defile the flesh, spots on your love feasts, clouds without water, trees without fruit, twice dead plucked up by the roots. They’re called raging waves of the sea foaming out their own shame, wandering stars to whom it is reserved the blackness of darkness forever. They’re called murmurers, complainers, walkers after their own lust with their mouths speaking great swelling words, cloaks over sin and sensual.

The point is, no matter what they say that’s what they are. They are full of masked vice. They maintain a theatrical goodness but not a real one because they have no internal restraint against the flesh. They may spout God’s truth once in a while like the clock that isn’t working is still right twice a day. So you need to be very discerning. So they lack authenticity, they have no call from God. They lack simplicity, they are not confined to the Word of God. They lack integrity, they do not live what they call other people to do. Fourthly, they lack sympathy. Please notice verse 4, 4They tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. They load up the burdens, the picture here is of a man who has unmercifully loaded his beast of burden with assorted loads on his back. And the Pharisees and the scribes were like this, they were bringing people under a tremendous pile of rules and regulations and impossible demands, leaving them hopelessly loaded down, hopelessly guilty, without deliverance, no way to find comfort. And, of course, the heaviest load of all was a works righteousness system. Friends, anybody in a false religion, anybody under a false teacher who is trying to work his way to salvation has an unbearable load that is piled on him by the false leaders.

It also notes in verse 4, not willing to lift a finger to move them. The word is actually remove, they will not remove the burden. No sympathy, no care, no love, they are heartless, they are abusive, they use people, they manipulate people, they keep people under a tremendous load of guilt.

It’s incredible how people become spellbound under those who load them up with absolutely unbearable burdens of responsibility and guilt and manipulation, no compassion at all, none at all.

They lack authenticity. They lack simplicity. They lack integrity. They lack sympathy, they use people, they abuse people, people are manipulated for their own goals and their own self-fulling ends. Number five, they lack spirituality. Verse 5 says, 5“Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on their garments long. That’s quite an interesting verse. Four times in the Old Testament the Jews are told to bind the law of God on their forehead and on their hand, four times. The Jews understood that. They understood that that was symbolic of having the law of God in your mind, that’s thought, and having the law of God applied in your action, that’s work, that’s living. So having the law of God bound on your forehead meant to have it at the center of your thoughts, having it bound on your hand meant to have it at the core of your behavior. They all understood that.

But about 400 B.C. some Jews decided that they needed to make that internal principle of the law of God in the mind and in the behavior an external act. So about 400 B.C. they started building little boxes covering them with black leather. In them they put four portions of scripture, two out of Exodus chapter 2, two out of Deuteronomy chapter 2, tucked them in the little box, covered it with leather, strapped it on their head and strapped it on their arm. Those are called phylacteries. I understand you can see it today in Israel with orthodox Jews. You’ll still see it today among orthodox Jews in the United States, particularly New York City where they are and other parts of the world. 

The external demonstration of that became the issue. Now what He’s saying here is very interesting. By the way, when they tie their little thongs around on their arm and their head and everywhere, they tie them in the shape of Hebrew letters and the Hebrew letters together spell Shaddai, which is one of the names of God, El Shaddai. And so it’s a very formal, external, ritualistic thing from about 400 B.C. on.

Why do they do it? Well look what He says here, not only do they do that on the outside, but, this is interesting, They make their phylacteries wide. They put a big box on their head. Why? So people will see how devout they are. It’s all externalism. And then they were also commanded in Numbers chapter 15 to put tassels on their robes. Why? So they would be singled out as God’s people. Why did God do that? To keep them from mingling with the pagans. They were easily identifiable by the kind of robe they wore, and they had the tassels. It was a symbol of their Jewishness of their identity with the people of God and of their commitment to the law of God. So now when they want to parade how committed to the law of God they are, they get great big tassels and great big boxes, see how spiritual we are. They became, by the way, magical charms to keep away evil and they taught that God even wore one on His head.

This was sheer external show. They had no spirituality. You know what it says in Jude 19? They were devoid of the Holy Spirit, they were devoid of the Holy Spirit, they had not the Holy Spirit. They weren’t spiritual. That’s deadly because they had no way to restrain the flesh. They had no way to constrain their fallenness. They had no way to control their sin. So you see these false spiritual leaders on big ego trips parading all their holiness, parading all their piosity on the outside, but the truth is the Spirit does not dwell on the inside, they are corrupt, they are all those things that we read you a moment ago because they have no spirituality.

And one more virtue they lack, number six, they lack humility, they lack humility. Verse 6, 6they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues

The seats of honor were at the right and the left hand of the host and they loved to be at the right and the left hand of the host. They were really into that. I mean, even James and John got sucked into that deal, didn’t they? “Can we please sit on the right and left hand in the Kingdom,” they said to Jesus. This was typical of those who sought preeminence and prominence. They wanted to be on the right and the left hand of the guest. They wanted to be in the know. They were really looking for significance.

Furthermore, they wanted to sit in the chief seats, up front on the raised platform in the synagogue where they would sit and all the dignitaries would sit there and face the people. That’s what they chose. That’s what they liked. They liked being elevated and being highly esteemed in the eyes of the people.

Then notice this is very interesting, verse 7, 7they love to be greeted in the marketplaces. They loved people to acknowledge them as dignitaries. They wanted honored titles. In fact the rabbinical writings give an elaborate direction about how you’re to greet a rabbi when you meet him. There’s all kinds of things you’re supposed to say. And by the way, it says they’re to be treated superior to kings.

They had an inflated sense of their own importance. And here’s what they liked, they loved being called by men ‘Rabbi.’ They loved that. What does that mean? You want to know what the Latin is? Docere from which we get doctor. They liked being called doctor because that elevated them, that lifted them up. “Your excellency,” would be another way to translate that. “You superior one, you.” “You great one.” They loved that, they sought that. We still have people like that around, they seek that, they want to be sure that you don’t miss that they’re doctor someone, or excellency someone or great one someone. But there’s always been a propensity in a false leader to seek that glorification, that prominence. That’s why there’s such a market in degree mills for easily gained titles of honor.

Then notice what He says also, He says, They love to be called Rabbi. Verse 8, 8“But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ Don’t you go around being called doctor, don’t you go around being called excellency, great one, superior mind, great teacher. Hey, if you ever said anything true, you got it from your teacher, right?

So He says don’t be called rabbi. And I kind of think He may have been looking at the Twelve at this point.

Verse 9 He says, 9And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. I think sometimes the Catholic Church must have erased that out of the Bible because it’s so absolutely explicit. Do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ What does Father mean? Source, source, source of life, source of spiritual life. There’s only one source of spiritual life, that’s God the Father. There’s only one true teacher and the only time I am ever a worthy teacher is when I teach you exactly what He taught in the Word. There’s only one leader and that’s Christ, not me. And my leadership is useless if I’m not leading you into the will of Christ. So we’re all leveled at this point. But they, the false teachers, lacked humility.

He goes to the disciples then in the final two verses and says, 11The greatest among you will be your servant. 12For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted. Learn humility.

Now, what have we seen? Six characteristics of a false spiritual leader. He lacks authenticity, simplicity, integrity, sympathy, spirituality and humility. And all you have to do to find out what a spiritual leader should be is flip that over. 

What should be the characteristic of a true spiritual leader? Authenticity. What does that mean? Called by God, strong sense of divine call, confirmation by the church, affirmation by the church of his giftedness and of his moral character and virtue and godliness.

Secondly, simplicity. We should be characterized as those who are totally committed to and bound by the parameters of the revealed Word of the living God. That is the beginning and the end of our message.

Integrity, what does that mean? That the true spiritual leader will live what he preaches, live what he says. That’s integrity. Integrity means wholeness. An integer is a whole number, that’s where that word comes from. It’s not a fraction, wholeness, all the parts are touching, no inconsistencies, integrity.

We are also to be marked by sympathy. Those of us who serve Jesus Christ with authenticity, those who serve in simplicity with integrity are to be also sympathetic. This is the ministry of compassion, the ministry of sympathy, the ministry of gentleness that characterizes the true shepherd.

And then fifthly, we are to be marked by spirituality. Our life is not a life of outward show but our life is a life of inward power. It is not that we enlarge the outward stuff. It is not what we look like on the outside. It is not a pious appearance. It is a heart controlled by the Spirit of God, basic things.

And finally, humility as opposed to the ugly pride of the false preachers and teachers, we are to have an evident, inward, manifest meekness, meekness. That’s it.

Then in verse 13 we come to the break and from here on we have not the character of these spiritual leaders but the condemnation and I’m just going to touch on this lightly, but listen very carefully for the power of this is great. Jesus condemns them and He condemns them for eight sins that they perpetrate because of this kind of character. Character cannot be isolated from conduct and this is their conduct that leads to their condemnation.

The first thing to note is they are cursed. Each of those curses begins with a word “woe.” In the Greek that’s an interesting word, it’s got all vowels in it, it’s ouai, it’s a groan at best. It expresses grief, sorrow, pain, despair, and that’s its point. It’s as if Christ is saying this judgment in sadness and despair as He thinks about their imminent judgment. 

And what is the false teacher going to be judged for? First, exclusion. Verse 13, 13“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to. Exclusion, what do I mean? They keep people out of the Kingdom. That is the damning heresies that they propagate. Whether you’re talking about the Mormons or the Jehovah’s Witnesses or the Christian Scientists or Dionetics, or Unity or liberalism or whatever it is, they bar the gates of heaven and open wide the mouth of hell, do they not? They are guilty of the sin of exclusion. They keep people out of the Kingdom. A frightening contradiction in spiritual service for we are they who are to lead people into the Kingdom. That’s why Jesus in all the ministry that He had with His disciples and in the forty days after His resurrection, Acts 1 says, spoke of them, spoke to them of things pertaining to the Kingdom. Why? Because theirs was a Kingdom gathering ministry. These false teachers exclude people from the Kingdom. They aren’t in it and they bar the gates to those they influence.

Secondly, they’re guilty of the sin of exploitation. While there is some discussion about verse 14’s inclusion in the text, we’ll look at it and accept it as being here. It says, 14Woe unto you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You devour widows’ houses, and for show make lengthy prayer. Therefore you shall be punished more severely. You come off as this pious, long-praying, spiritual person and you take advantage of widows, you are an exploiting person, exploitation. Taking advantage of poor people, taking advantage of people in need, taking money from widows, would you say that’s still characteristic of false teachers? You better believe it. My understanding is that the majority of dollars being sent to the typical false teachers that are moving around this country are coming from older women, many of them over sixty years of age, many of them in a widowed situation. And that is a vile sin for one who offers himself as the servant of God come to meet people’s needs, to exploit them for personal vice sake.

Thirdly, they’re guilty of the sin of perversion, not only exclusion and exploitation but perversion. Verse 15, 15“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are. He comes in as a convert and becomes a pervert. The point is this, you corrupt everybody that comes to you. Yours is not a proper ministry of conversion, it’s a ministry of perversion. You don’t make converts, you make perverts. Somebody who comes to you, and let’s face it, false teachers attract the broken, the hurting, the suffering, the questioning, the doubting, the struggling people, the weak-willed people, the people who have all kinds of problems they can’t solve who are struggling with the demands of life and they bring them in and instead of bringing them to the true God, they make them perverts, twice as much the children of hell as they themselves are. What is a child of hell? One whose character and deeds cause him to deserve hell.

Fourthly, they’re guilty of subversion. Verses 16-22, and I won’t read all of this because of time, but it simply describes how they had invented this system of swearing, you know, and they wanted to lie is basically the bottom line, they wanted to lie but they knew it was a very serious thing to lie. So they developed a subversive system of lying based upon oaths and it got as complex as this, verse 16, 16“Woe to you, blind guides! You say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’ So let’s say a guy wants you to make him a promise and you don’t want to keep the promise so you say, “I swear by the temple to keep that promise.” Well you don’t have to keep that cause according to the system swearing by the temple you don’t have to keep, that’s like having your fingers crossed behind your back when you’re six-years-old an you tell your friend you’ll do something you know you’re not going to do. And when he says you didn’t do it, you said, “Yeah, but I had my fingers crossed.” It’s the same kind of system.

So, they had some things that were binding to swear by, some things that were not binding, and you could lie through your teeth all you wanted and as long as you were swearing by something that was non-binding, it was okay. So what they had done was subverted God’s truth by developing a system that permitted them to live in sin and not violate categorically their defined moral code.

So, they’re condemned for exclusion, exploitation, perversion, subversion. Number five, inversion, turning something inside out. Look at verse 23, 23“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices - mint, dill and cummin. You say, what’s that? Herbs. You know what a mint leaf is? They said if we have ten mint leaves we give one to the temple. Good for you. If we have ten dill seeds, we give one to the temple. Oh, that’s good, wonderful. But the problem is, you have neglected the more important matters of the law - justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. I mean, those are the big things. You’ve turned it all inside out. You paid no attention to justice, mercy and faithfulness, but you’re counting seeds of kitchen herbs used to spice your dinner. Ludicrous, making little things big and big things insignificant, reversing the divine patterns, the divine priorities, really a sad thing to think about. They neglected the things that really mattered, paid attention to the things that didn’t matter at all. He says you should take care of the little things, but not neglect the other things, they don’t matter morally. They’re not even an issue.

Verse 24, 24You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel. Do you know they literally did that? Not the second half, but the first half. Do you know that some of them were so afraid of taking in a dead insect into their body because of the law that they had prescribed that there is evidence to indicate that when they drank wine they would suck it through their teeth like this, so they could strain off on their teeth the gnats. Now there were gnats in wine because there were gnats on grapes and when they made the grapes and things like that they might get crushed in there so they would suck it like this, and they’d pick the gnats off their teeth. So the Lord says you strain out the gnats and then you swallow a camel. Very vivid.

Sixth, they were guilty of extortion. 25“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. Would you please note that is so characteristic of false teachers, they are robbers, the Greek word is harpage, it means rapers, plunderers. It’s the word for pillaging, raping, plundering. It’s not a term, it’s not a term for, you know, the stealthy thief who comes in the night and takes something out and you don’t know he’s been there. So they look so scrupulous and clean on the outside, they are rapers, they are robbers, they are plunderers and because of your extortion, because you have done so much harm to others for the sake of self-indulgence, you are robbers for self-indulgence sake. They, verse 26 says, 26Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside also will be clean. Start from the inside out.

Number seven, they are condemned for deception. Verses 27-28, 27“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. 28In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness. This is very vivid. There are tombs all over Jerusalem, this is Passover, lots of people in the city, very crowded, very pressed together, lots of strangers in the city who might not know where the tombs were. So typically each year before Passover they went through the city and whitewashed all the tombs because to touch a tomb was to become unclean. You didn’t want to become unclean at Passover, obviously. So they would go around and whitewash all the tombs at the Passover time so that the people coming into the city would be able to see them and not touch them. And so He is looking at that very moment in the temple, perhaps, and He can see the tombs certainly if He was able to see out the backside of the temple mount, He could see that the Mount of Olives would be a place where there were tombs, we know that. But nonetheless, He is simply saying, You look white and shiny and bright and pure and clean on the outside, the fact is on the inside you are full of dead men’s bones, rotten, vile, decaying flesh. Deception. You will be condemned for your deception. You have deceived people. You have deluded people.

And then lastly, number eight, pretension. They are guilty of the deception as well as extortion, as well as inversion, subversion, perversion, exploitation, exclusion, the last word pretension. Verses 29-30, 29“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous. 30And you say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our forefathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.’ We’re not like them, oh, we’re much better than our forefathers. They pretend to be better than they are. They pretend to be so holy, so sanctimonious, better than their fathers, you can trust us. Oh there have been false leaders in the past, false prophets in the past, you can trust us, we represent God. Listen, don’t believe it. They aren’t better than the past.


2 Timothy 3:13 (NIV)

13while evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived.

And how does Jesus respond to that? He responds like this, verse 31, 31So you testify against yourselves that you are the descendants of those who murdered the prophets. How did they do that? How did they give testimony that they were worse than their forefathers? I’ll tell you why, their forefathers killed the servants of God, these guys were about to kill <whom> the Son of God. And so in 32 He says, 32Fill up, then, the measure of the sin of your forefathers! Jesus is saying, complete it, go ahead. And He’s really saying, “Take My life, take My life.” 

And then He closes our little section, 33“You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell? Very serious.

Now let me conclude very quickly. When you look at your ministry as a servant of God, you look not only at the positive but you look at the negative, the positive model as we have seen, Paul, Timothy, Epaphroditus; the negative, as we’ve seen, these men, we are reminded that God has called us to authenticity, simplicity, all those good things that we noted. We are reminded that God has called us not to keep people out of the Kingdom but to bring them in. He has called us not to be abusive and debilitating and cruel to people, but to care for the poor and needy; not to contaminate our followers but to make them pure and holy as they follow our pattern; not to create a subversive kind of religious code that undermines biblical truth, but to uphold biblical truth; not to reverse the divine order of priority, but to emphasize the weightier matters of God’s law, not the minute things; not to extort and use and abuse people but to give our life in their behalf; not to contaminate everybody who touches us with the rottenness of our own life, but to make those holy who come near, and certainly not to pretend to be something that we’re not.

May God make us faithful, one, to recognize the false and to respect the true and to help us through this particular portion to see what we should be.

Let me close with Jeremiah 23, just listen, three verses, 

Jeremiah 23:1-2 (NIV)

1“Woe to the shepherds who are destroying and scattering the sheep of my pasture!” declares the LORD. 2Therefore this is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says to the shepherds who tend my people: “Because you have scattered my flock and driven them away and have not bestowed care on them, I will bestow punishment on you for the evil you have done,” declares the LORD. <I’m going to take care of you for what you’ve done to My sheep. But then He says in verse 4>
Jeremiah 23:4 (NIV)

4I will place shepherds over them who will tend them, and they will no longer be afraid or terrified, nor will any be missing,” declares the LORD.
That’s the kind of shepherd God wants us to be, who don’t terrify the sheep but feed the sheep, who don’t lose the sheep but keep the sheep. May God make each of us faithful servants of God.

Pray
Father, we do ask that You would move in us, help us to say yes to Your Holy Spirit as He calls us to a life of faithful service, whether we be pastors, lay leaders, deacons, workers in the church, faithful Christians. Lord, help us, help us to be all that You wanted us to be when You gave this message and no doubt by contrast were showing the disciples what we’ve seen today. Don’t be like this. On the other hand, be the opposite. Help us to be faithful so that You might use us to Your glory in Jesus name. Amen.
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