Yeast of the Pharisees
This week our Bible story is all about hypocrisy. This might seem like it is an easy topic for us because it is very easy to delude ourselves that none of us are hypocrites, but maybe before jumping to that conclusion we need to take step back. Before we dodge that kind of judgment let’s take a closer look at the passage here. 

The scripture that we read this morning comes right after a whole list of woe’s at the end of chapter 11. These are really important because without them we have no context for the things that Jesus says in chapter12. Why is Jesus interested in Hypocrisy? Is there a spiritual component to hypocrisy? Of course there is, and we want to explore some of that today.

At the end of chapter 11 just before today’s scripture, Jesus is telling the Pharisees off because they had substituted religion for a real encounter with God. In verse 39 he says, “Now you Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside you are full of greed and wickedness. You fools! Did not the one who made the outside make the inside also? So give for alms those things that are within; and see, everything will be clean for you. This came up because when Jesus went to a meal with one of the Pharisees he was criticized for not washing before the meal. Jesus tells them that cleaning the outside of your cup and dish is not good enough. Of course the cup and the dish becomes a symbol of human beings. The outside of the cup is like that part of ourselves that we let other people see. It is our external personality. We all know that we can clean up what people see on the outside of us without adjusting what is on the inside. In other words our outward speech may be very gentle while inwardly we swear like a sailor. Cleaning the outside of ourselves changes the way people see us but it doesn’t change the way God sees us. What is inside can been seen by our maker, God. God knows and sees what is outside just as well as what is inside. 
That has a negative affect on our spiritual relationship with God. We might look pretty good to others but God isn’t fooled. So if we are doing any cleaning of ourselves it is better to begin the house cleaning inside and work out so that when people see a change it is a real change. If we get rid of those dark things that are within, then everything will be clean. 

Jesus goes on to highlight other ways that hypocrisy can come out. Verse 42 But woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and rue and herbs of all kinds, and neglect justice and the love of God; it is these you ought to have practiced, without neglecting the others. He is criticizing the Pharisees for being people who will tithe even from the tiny herbs in their garden. Most people would not think to tithe on something that small and inconsequential but they were going to live up to the letter of the law. They are so interested in living up to the minutia of the religious law that they are calculating how much basal they have grown and giving a tenth of that to the Temple also. They did this to make a show of how spiritual they were. But on the other side they didn’t pay much attention to things like justice and the love of God which are just as important. As it says in Micah 6:8, “What does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.” Jesus doesn’t do away with tithing, but if we do it just as a spiritual law and not out of love and respect for God it is no good.
Jesus goes on to say, Woe to you Pharisees! For you love to have the seat of honor in the synagogues and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces. Woe to you! For you are like unmarked graves, and people walk over them without realizing it.” They liked the honor and respect that the received by being teachers of the law, they reveled in that recognition. They looked like they were really alive in God, but in reality they were dead to a relationship with God. There minds and hearts were so filled with selfishness and greed that they had no room for God. They did not have any need for God. 
This point was made very clear to me a couple of weeks ago at the leadership summit. One of the speakers Tim Keller was speaking about the story of the prodigal son and he was talking about the behavior of the older son. You may remember that at the end of the story when the father is throwing a party for the son who was lost and was now found, the older son refused to come in to the party and he sort of tells the father off because of how he is being treated. The older bother (Luke 15:28-30), “became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ Now I have to admit that sometimes when I hear this story, what the older boy says sounds pretty reasonable. But when you look at it closer you realize that there is not that much difference between the older brother and the younger. They both care very little for the father, all they want from him is their inheritance. They don’t have much of a relationship. If the older brother really loved his father he would have seen how important this party was to the father and he would have joined in. The only difference is that the younger brother finally came to understand who he was and how much he needed the father while the older brother was so sure that he had always done right that he believed the father owed him.
This is fundamentally what this rant against the yeast of the Pharisees is all about. The Pharisees like the older brother believed that they were doing things right and therefore God owed them for what they were doing. But Jesus turned that whole idea upside down. People did not come to Jesus and follow him so that God would owe them a good life, prosperity, good health, and joy. They came to Jesus and followed him because the God of all creation humbled himself in order to reveal himself to his people. They came because he demonstrated God’s enormous love for the world by going to the cross, and being raised from the dead. Their sinfulness was forgiven and paid for because of what Jesus has done. They followed Jesus because of what God had already done for them. They did not follow him to receive a prize at the end based on their level of goodness. 
The statement Keller made at the end of his talk really stuck to me. He said that the way to root out hypocrisy in ourselves is to ask if we have gotten mad at God for not doing what we wanted him to do. That is a tangible sign of the yeast of the Pharisees, hypocrisy. So, are you mad at God because he has not healed someone that you have been praying for? Are you angry that God has not fixed your relationships for you (whatever they are)? Are you angry that you have not prospered to the extent that you feel you deserve? Are your kids not acting the way you had hoped they would when you did your part and brought them to church? Do you ever have the feeling that you have been good and God is not living up to his part of the bargain? 

If we think that we are so good that God owes us what we want, we are hypocrites. We want to claim that we have been saved by God’s grace, a free gift given to us without merit, and on the other hand we want to say that when we do the right thing God now is in our debt. Hasn’t he given us enough? The Christian life cannot be both things. It is either a merit based system where God rewards us for good behavior or it is a system of non-merit where God overlooks our wrongdoings because of what Jesus has done. 
I sat there thinking to myself this is an issue for me. I could almost imagine myself standing before God saying look how good I have been, when are you going to do this or that. Remember this is me; I have been working for you for 20 years when do I get what I deserve, when do my needs get met? It is pretty alarming to see that you are the older brother and that in reality the younger brother who looked so bad has now turned his life around and is the one who really has a relationship with God. What about you! 

This is why Jesus is warning about the yeast of the Pharisees. This kind of thinking can begin very small like a little pinch of yeast, but over time it can grow. Its growth is not fast or even very fantastic but over time it can take over your whole life. And you can’t cover it up. You might be able to fake it here with friends and acquaintances but Luke goes on to tell us, “Nothing is covered up that will not be uncovered, and nothing secret that will not become known. Therefore whatever you have said in the dark will be heard in the light, and what you have whispered behind closed doors will be proclaimed from the housetops.” The truth will come out. Who you are on the inside will eventually become know to all, and as it is God sees everything.
This hypocrisy can take a heavy toll on your spiritual life. When you believe that God is someone who is going to reward you for living a good life you have set yourself up for disappointment. Since this is not God’s way of interacting with people He will not be paying attention to what you do on the outside, he will be looking to build a stronger relationship with you on the inside. So when you pray God I have been so good so I deserve to have you heal me from this illness, you will get no response and you will be angry with God. When you pray God I have been really good so I need you to get me this job, you may get no response and you will be angry with him. When you say God I need this relationship to turn in my favor and you get no response you will be angry. God owes you and he is not following through. How do you have a relationship with someone like that?
I remember when I was in the fifth or sixth grade there was a kid who lived about half a mile from us that we didn’t really like but we sort of hung out with him sometimes because he had a little mini-bike. This was not a real good relationship because when we played with him everything we did together finally came back around to “let’s ride your mini-bike”. That doesn’t last long before it gets really old. No body wants to be loved and in relationship based on what the other person can get out of them. God is no different.
God is seeking a love relationship with you which is not based on keeping a score card on your life. God has sacrificed so that we who are greedy and selfish, all of us, might have an example of how to live humbly with our God. We try to live rightly not because of what we might get but in genuine thanksgiving for what we have already received. We do not take on his definition of life because we think it will lead to blessings, but because we know that we have already been blessed beyond any measure of our goodness. Our relationship with God is a relationship that is built on grace, not receiving what we deserve, so that we can continue to grow into the people we were created to be.
The God that we worship is not someone who loves in a way that we can really grasp. God is a God who loves upside down and inside out. We are not loved based on our performance, we are not loved based on how good we can look on the outside, and we are not loved because by our own measure we are better than someone else. Jesus demonstrates that God loves all people equally. And in that love he is seeking to free each person from the bondage that holds them back and keeps them pinned down. Jesus is a redeemer, he buys back people who have sold themselves into slavery because he knows that we were made for freedom. He wants us to find true freedom in him but in order for that to happen we have to be coaxed out of prisons of our own creation. Prisons that are made of religious rules and regulations that do not have love or grace attached, and prisons of self-indulgence and greed, they are both equally bad.
Different segments of our culture want to pull us and define us according to their terms. But God wants to define us by our relationship with him. He created us and molded us to know him. You cannot do that until you recognize that he really knows who you truly are, and he still loves you. That doesn’t mean that he doesn’t want you to change, but like the prodigal son he wants you to hit rock bottom and realize deep down how much you need him. That authentic realization will lead to a relationship with him that is free of the yeast of the Pharisees. You will no longer believe that God owes you but you will come to see how much you owe the one who loves you.
Let’s pray.
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