Sermon for 10/20/2016
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW
TEXT:

But woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye shut up the kingdom of heaven against men: for ye neither go in yourselves, neither suffer ye them that are entering to go in.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.

HOMILY:


Who is more guilty – the one who commits a wrong, or the one who makes others give up hope, or perhaps commit wrongs as well? Is it more wrong to harm one self, or to harm others? 


Is it more offensive for an adult to make bad decisions for themselves alone, or if they proceed to entice others to do so as well?


This is the even more egregious an offense when the penalty for doing wrong is not just some civil or criminal penalty, but the loss of eternal life and forgiveness.


Jesus pronounced the answer when he confronted the Scribes and Pharisees about their conduct. Specifically, Jesus accused these men of bring frauds and of great hypocrisy in their conduct, for as He said, “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat; so practice and observe whatever they tell you, but not what they do; for they preach, but do not practice. They bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on men's shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with their finger.” 


That is, the scribes and Pharisees hold the offices of the greatest in Israel. They are judges and teachers of the law and the faith, and so they were the most learned men in all the land when it came to matters of the faith. They preached, among other things, the laws as handed down to Moses, which were at that time still in full effect and power.

However, rather than letting their learning guide and instruct them, Jesus charged, they “preach but do not practice.”  They tell others what to do, but they do not follow suit and the law themselves.


They make following the demands of the faith as hard as possible on others, and then do not follow those very demands themselves.


Most of us find detestable people who demand things of others that they are unwilling to conform to themselves – and with good cause. We call them hypocrites at the least, and perhaps some other, more colorful things, as well.

Jesus was accusing the Scribes and Pharisees of just this offense, in four distinct ways.


First, that they would say one thing, and yet proceed to do quite another thing. They would speak pious words, and yet behave in the most outrageous and inexcusable ways.


They would impose on other people heavy burdens and tasks that they themselves were not willing or able to comply with. Not only would they demand these things of others, but they would even impose severe penalties on them if they did not comply.


The religion practiced by those Scribes and Pharisees was all for show – it was a pretense – that they engaged in to earn the praise and admiration of men, and not done to the glory and worship of God.


Our Lord evidenced this charge by accusing them of “making broad their phylacteries and making broad their fringes. That is – they engaged in the show of wearing leather boxes containing scriptural verses and wearing fancy vestments – purely for their own glorification.

Finally, Jesus says, they put on airs of superiority and pride, seeking the honor of men rather than of God, and titles to which they did not earn. Jesus cautioned, truly faithful people should be humble and treat others as their valued and respected brethren rather than as underlings.


Indeed, Jesus says, “He who is greatest among you shall be your servant; whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.” 


So, Jesus says, there awaits only punishment for those who attempt to highly exalt themselves. First, they shall be humbled, and second, as He noted, “whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened round his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea.” 


So as we pray in the prayer for Blessings on the Families of the Land, May God in His mercy, “put far from us every root of bitterness, the desire of vain-glory, and the pride of life.”
  



Let us pray.

Dear Lord, enlighten us always to the truth of Your Word, that we may seek always to walk in Your ways and never engage in the error of hypocrisy. May we be filled at all times with Your sweet Love and the Grace of Your will in all things. Amen.
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