
Matthew 23:1-12
A folly of phylacteries

Do I behave like a Pharisee?

Just think about the typical way people look at church ministers nowadays:

Vicar of Dibley
Father Ted
Rev

Not that it’s totally a novel phenomenon. Remember the classic BBC version
of Pride and Prejudice

I really hope I am not too much like any of those portrayals of priests. But
there is a danger in that attitude. Even in fleeing from the danger of acting and
thinking like a Pharisee, you can find yourself running slap bang into it.

Perhaps you remember a little story Jesus told about two people praying, one
an upright - and didn’t he just know it! - Pharisee. The other was right at the other
end of the religious spectrum, a tax-collector. Actually, not just the religious
spectrum. Socially, too. People would cross the street to avoid a traitorous
tax-collector, lining his pockets and growing rich at the expense of his own people.
Or maybe they’d stay on his side of the street just to spit on him. Whereas the
Pharisee would have basked in the admiration of the common people - as Jesus
says here in chapter 23:

“... they love ... greetings in the marketplaces …”
(Matthew 23:6-7)

Still, that little story, first of all, which I heard was once related by a
Sunday-school teacher to her class.

“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other
a tax collector.

(Luke 18:10)
“The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I

am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax
collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’

(Luke 18:11-12)
“But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to

heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’
(Luke 18:13)

“I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the
other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who
humbles himself will be exalted.”

(Luke 18:14)
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Finishing with the same words that Jesus uses in Matthew 23, note!

“Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself
will be exalted.”

(Matthew 23:12)

But the Sunday-school teacher - if this little anecdote is true - then turned to
her class and suggested that that should give thanks that they were not like that
nasty Pharisee. But have you seen how sneaky this trap is? As soon as she said
that, she become like that nasty Pharisee.  What did the Pharisee do, remember?

“ ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, …’ “
(Luke 18:11-12)

And we can go round and round, slipping on precisely the same banana skin
over and over. Oh no, that Sunday-school teacher is so self-righteous! Thank you,
Lord, that we’ve seen through this, and we’re not like her!

So that means that we are in a dangerous position today, when we look at this
passage in Matthew 23, where Jesus teaches the crowds and his disciples
humility by means of several counter-examples. We can agree with Jesus about
the ridiculous hypocrisy of the actions of the Pharisees … and congratulate
ourselves that we don’t do that, and we’re not like that greasy vicar from Pride and
Prejudice, or Dawn French as the Vicar of Dibley, and certainly not like those horrors
of Craggy Island. But as we congratulate ourselves that we don’t, we actually
become more like those Pharisees.

Does that mean that perhaps we should be reading this passage today with
special care? Because although Jesus starts off with a descriptions of the Pharisees
as they …

“For they preach, but do not practice.”
(Matthew 23:3)

But by the end of the passage, did you notice he has changed to you?

“But you are not to be called rabbi, …”
(Matthew 23:8)

I think there are three mistakes - misunderstandings and the actions that
follow from them - that we need to avoid here:

A mistake about authority (1-3)
A mistake about ministry (4)
A mistake about greatness (5-12)
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● A mistake about authority (1-3)

There’s not a lot of detailed introduction to this passage.

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, ...
(Matthew 23:1)

But we need to remember that this is just a couple of days before the
crucifixion, and that Jesus has come into the Jewish temple in Jerusalem. Jesus has
been teaching there, but that soon gives way to a string of verbal exchanges
between Jesus and various of the Jewish groups. The elders, the scribes, the
Pharisees and the Sadducees, all of them have been silenced by the unanswerable
wisdom of Jesus’ words.  After the last one, we were told that

And no one was able to answer him a word, nor from that day did
anyone dare to ask him any more questions.

(Matthew 22:46)

And it looks as if now, with those religious professionals rebuffed, Jesus turns
to his disciples, and the crowd that must have been witnessing these exchanges
over the preceding hours, with some very pointed application. What are they to
make of those supremely religious people, held in such general esteem? Jesus tells
them.

“The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat, …”
(Matthew 23:2)

Now that could be more symbolic or more literal, and I’m not quite sure which.
There have been reports, or maybe rumours, of archaeological excavations of the
remains ancient synagogues, suggesting that there was an actual seat somewhere
at the front - the equivalent of a pulpit, really - from which it was presumed that
authoritative teaching was delivered. But I’m really not sure whether this is fully
established fact, or one of those stories that does the rounds.

But the bottom line is just as clear, even if what Jesus is saying is mainly
metaphorical. These Pharisees, in particular, see themselves, or are seen, as the
successors of Moses. Moses gave the Law, way back - or, to be precise, passed it
onto the Hebrew people from God himself. But nowadays, you want to find out what
Moses said, or how we are to take it, you go to his successors.

And Jesus is clearly admitting here that these people do some of this role
well. They are serious about God’s words being important, and needing to be
preserved with absolute integrity. You can’t bend the words to try to make them say
what they don’t say. Nowadays these would be people who are insisting that you
can’t make those Bible passages about homosexuality mean something different,
because society in general has now decided to approve such conduct.

So, says Jesus, in that they are sticklers for those established orthodoxies …
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“...so do and observe whatever they tell you, …”
(Matthew 23:3)

But they have made a mistake about authority. They are actually undermining
their claim to authority. They have left out what really establishes authority, and that
is example.

Imagine if, back in my university days, when I will still learning the trade, the
various tutors kept on saying that every time we went inside the lab, we should wear
safety glasses. Only I happened to notice that when they go into the labs
themselves, they didn’t bother with safety glasses.

And that does not just make me doubt the real need for safety glasses. It
makes me doubt other stuff that they tell me, too. The inconsistency between
teaching and practice works backwards and starts to undermine the whole teaching
ministry itself.  It’s what we call credibility. Just as Jesus says here:

“... so do and observe whatever they tell you, but not the works they do.
For they preach, but do not practice.”

(Matthew 23:3)

Folks, I know that this immediately points a finger at me, because of that word
preach there. That puts it in the context of the Pharisees and their teaching. But the
word that Matthew uses is simply the word for speak or say. It’s not a technical term
relating to religious discourse. It’s not limited to simply what you hear from a pulpit
or a podcast.

It applies if you’re a parent, raising your children. It might be one thing to say,
Don’t make the mistakes that I made when I was your age. It’s something totally
different to say, Don’t make the mistakes I am continuing to knowingly make even
now.

The Pharisees that Jesus was speaking about - and probably still in their
hearing, too, as we will see when we get onto the next section, and he speaks to
them directly - they thought it was OK to just say the right words. They thought that
their lives when they were not “sitting on Moses’ seat” didn’t matter.

Yes, they were to be honoured because of the honour intrinsic to that role and
position. But they mustn’t think that they would be heard, if their lives lacked
consistency with their teaching.

Folks, we might technically have authority. We might even be called
“authorities” in our field. But we will lose all practical authority if the way we live our
lives - and the attitudes we betray - contradict our words. Come on now; who’s
going to listen to us if we don’t even listen to ourselves?
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Folks, perhaps every time we give advice (when’s the last time you did that?),
we need to stop and think: would I accept … do I accept … that wisdom, or that
authority, over my own life?

If you get that wrong, you will also probably make ...

● A mistake about ministry (4)

“They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people's
shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to move them with their finger.”

(Matthew 23:4)

It’s always too easy to just come out with rules. Those Jewish Pharisees had
come up with over 600 rules from the OT - or their twist on it. Of course there were
big and important principles to keep, but it got down to incredibly nit-picky trivialities,
too. Jesus I suppose ironically commends the Pharisees, later on in this same
speech, for at least being true to some of those smaller things … but points out the
danger of majoring in the minor things

“... 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.”

(Matthew 23:23)

But Jesus is saying that these Pharisees are not just inconsistent within
themselves, if I can put it that way. They also seem to have different standards when
it comes to other people. They have delighted in their “ministry”, if you like, without
thinking what that word “minister” actually means.

That’s the sad thing that you hear so often, if some big-name televangelist
crashes out in some sinful calamity. Even if they repent - and sometimes a big
public show of repentance doesn’t totally ring true - they are just about always
wanting to be restored quickly to their ministry. “Ministry”, which we have to put in
quote marks, because it seems so much more about their entitlement, their position,
their reputation. Whereas contrast this attitude to real ministry, the proper use of any
authority:

… the authority that the Lord has given me for building up and not for
tearing down.

(2 Corinthians 13:10)

Over the years, not that we’ve spent a lot of time in larger churches, or really
got to know hundreds of people … but I can think of a couple of men who just didn’t
quite get this authority thing, and it showed in their interactions with people.
Probably significant that one had no father figure in their upbringing, and the family
of the other was definitely a bit matriarchal.
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And both of these guys seemed just a bit too keen to shout at the church or
their own kids. I just wonder if underneath it all there was something about being
something to have and to enjoy as something in itself, as opposed to something to
use for the benefit of others.

That’s clearly what Jesus is getting at here. You might remember that he had
said earlier on …

“For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”
(Matthew 11:30)

So the “yoke” is an almost technical word, meaning the set of teachings that a
rabbi sets forth. Think of the picture literally, and you’ve got the idea of something
carved from wood that would sit on an ox’s shoulders and, if it was well fitted, it
would allow the ox to work without unnecessary discomfort. The yoke is there to
permit service.

Compare that with what he says here in chapter 23:

“They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people's
shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to move them with their finger.”

(Matthew 23:4)

See the contrast. Instead of a yoke, it’s a burden. Maybe think in terms of a
backpack got ready for a long hike. Packed well, and it will allow carriage of all
those things you will need for wild camping. But put that gas stove in the wrong
place, and you’ve got that corner of metal sticking into your back with every step you
take.

Folks, authority is given so that the yoke may be easy, and the backpack
packed well. Instead, these Pharisees, it seems, were far more excited about the
power side of things - so the verbal loads that were being dispensed from Moses’
seat chafed and wore down their hearers. They were serving more their egos than
their flock.

They had forgotten the root meaning of ministry … as in to minister. To serve.
Just as Jesus Christ himself exemplified.

“But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and
whoever would be first among you must be your slave, even as the Son of Man
came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

(Matthew 20:26-28)

Was there ever a better way in which to move an unbearable burden from
your shoulders and my shoulders? He didn’t just move a finger to help us, but
moved heaven and earth!

6



He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin
and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.

(1 Peter 2:24)

Folks, does that set the tone for anything you or I would call “my ministry”? If
it doesn’t, then perhaps we have made

● A mistake about greatness (5-12)

We’re still talking about them for a while. Such strangely obvious hypocrisies,
too.  How can someone not notice that they do this stuff, and that it doesn’t quite fit?

“They do all their deeds to be seen by others.”
(Matthew 23:5)

Now Jesus covered something very similar to this way back, near the start of
Matthew’s Gospel, too. So it’s not a once-off observation. It’s probably a very
pervasive temptation to people like us. It could be religious observances
themselves:

“And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love
to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may
be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.”

(Matthew 6:5)

That’s the kind of stuff Jesus talks about first of all. Those special things to
wear, for example.

“For they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long, …”
(Matthew 23:5)

Those little boxes on their forehead or arms, where they placed verses of
Scripture. I’m not sure that it’s precisely what the OT meant, when it said about
binding these word to your arms; I’d take that more figuratively, saying that
everything you think about - the Scripture on your forehead - or everything you do -
the Scripture on your arm - is to be in obedience to God’s revealed will in Scripture.

But leave that aside. If these boxes need to be held on place there, fair
enough. But how can you draw attention to the fact of your spirituality? You can
make the straps, or the boxes themselves, bigger than they need to be. Nowadays
they could probably come in multi-colour versions. You could take a selfie and
upload it to Facebook. Look at me!!  Notice how faithful I am!!

Same with the tassels on the robes. Why not make them just that bit more
noticeable ... well, noticeable by people, if we’re being honest?

Or it could be what you would call “fringe benefits” - pun not intended!
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“… and they love the place of honour at feasts and the best seats in the
synagogues and greetings in the marketplaces and being called rabbi by
others.”

(Matthew 23:6-7)

You know what this is, don’t you? Recognition. Folks, let me tell you that this
is tempting. How often have you seen church notice boards, with that claim for
recognition slyly included, with the letters after the name of the minister. Reverend
Bert Boggins, M.A. D.Th. See what a clever chappy we have here, it shouts out.
Respect us!  Admire us!

Yes, it can work at a personal level, too. I know those dark clerical clothes
that some ministers wear were originally introduced so that the church leaders
wouldn’t have be walking around in attention-seeking ornate finery. But, honestly, a
cassock does just the same. Look! Here is an outstanding religious man! In fact, he
is to be revered, to be reverenced. That is the meaning of the word (from Latin)
reverend - the -end ending meaning to be somethinged.

And this temptation is so deadly, Jesus implies, I think, that there is only one
recourse. It can’t be just toned down. It has to be forbidden. Jesus says it, in
slightly different ways, three times over!  Never mind them.  This now is you.

“But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you
are all brothers. And call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father,
who is in heaven. Neither be called instructors, for you have one instructor, the
Christ.”

(Matthew 23:8-10)

Personally, I am not totally sure how literally this is meant to be taken. Does
this mean that we should not give our leaders any kind of descriptive title at all?
Jesus is certainly not saying that there won’t be leaders amongst his followers -
remember that he didn’t just appoint but named them “apostles”. But I really just
can’t see how any Christian organisation can happily allow some of their
representatives to take the title “Father”. Even if this isn’t to be taken absolutely
literally … don’t alarm bells ring?

Generally, I don’t call any of those “Reverends” Reverend. Or Father. Even if
it causes some offence. Though I concede this could be easier for me than for you,
because I could be regarded as being at an equivalent level … though isn’t that just
a horrible way to look at it, too?

We’ll come back to look at the details of those practicalities this evening, but
we need to probe ourselves now. Stop and think. Just how much do I warm to other
people’s admiration? Just how much do I want some kind of position, some kind of
role, some kind of responsibility, such that people will think me such a fine Christian?

Folks, if we were to call someone into a pastoral role here in the near future,
and he worked alongside me, I really do hope that we would not play those church
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hierarchical games that names one as “senior pastor” and the other as “assistant
pastor” or “associate pastor”. Isn’t that so close to the attitude that Jesus is warning
us so loudly about here? These aren’t games at all. Those are spiritual traps. Those
are openings where the spirit of the world is seeking to infiltrate the church. We’ve
really got to fight hard to hold onto what Jesus says here:

“… you have one teacher, and you are all brothers.”
(Matthew 23:8)

… and sisters - the word is equivalent, in that context, to our clunky English
word “siblings”. All on a level. Nobody seeking to elevate themselves for their own
advantage.  If anyone is elevated, it is only in order to permit more effective service.

Because, as we read so often around the Bible, there is a principle at stake
here.

“The greatest among you shall be your servant. Whoever exalts himself
will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”

(Matthew 23:11-12)

And that we’ve got in how the Gospel was put into effect, too, haven’t we?
This leads so perfectly onto our time when we break bread together. The Gospel is
the great leveller. Nobody comes to God because of their own efforts or
achievements or merits.

Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of
law? By a law of works? No, but by the law of faith. For we hold that one is
justified by faith apart from works of the law.

(Romans 3:27-28)

All we need to do is to put our trust in Jesus Christ, the one who ultimately
humbled himself, and was then exalted. That is how this economy of God’s grace
works. Start at Christmas. Work through to Good Friday. And then rejoice on
Easter Sunday.

And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming
obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has
highly exalted him ...

(Philippians 2:8-9)

Precisely how?

… and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under
the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of
God the Father.

(Philippians 2:9-11)
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Folks, if we are all brothers and sisters, as Jesus said, and if we have such a
wonderful Saviour, who has granted us the abundant riches of his grace … why do
we still squabble over the mere trinkets of admiration that are the best that this world
can ever offer?

Why fight over scraps swept up from the floor, when Scripture reminds us that

“Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.”
(Revelation 19:9)

Folks, forget the folly of the Jewish phylacteries, and all those petty worldly
one-up-man-ships.  Come and dine.  Come and feast.  Come and rejoice.

Do I behave like a Pharisee?
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