HYPOCRISY

How comprehensive and how devastating was the indictment of the scribes and Pharisees by the Lord Jesus Christ in those words recorded in Matthew Chapter 23. No less than eight times does Jesus condemn them for the various ways in which they greatly erred and deliberately increased the burdens to be borne by the faithful Israelite,  The use of the word "Woe" which surely you must have noticed as the reading proceeded, was not so much an indication of coming judgment - although this was a vital part of the message of condemnation - but rather does the eightfold repetition indicate that mounting sorrow that Jesus felt as on so many successive counts those leaders of the Jews were judged and found to be guilty.
Despite their privileges arising from their knowledge, their failings, their misinterpretations, their hypocrisy were notorious, and so the Lord could not be too scathing or too denunciatory of these leaders of the Jews.   At first sight it might seem strange that the gentle teacher, the peace-loving healer, could deliver such a mounting series of charges and accusations against these men.  Let us hope that in their hearts, as they listened to his words, many of them recognised the truth of his statements when they perceived his God given authority and his knowledge of the position that they were maintaining.  May it be that some of them repented.

Two things perhaps stand out as major failings in their service to God.  The first is alluded to in the parallel record of this incident by Luke, and there they are charged with “taking away the key of knowledge.”  Perhaps it is difficult to think of a charge more heinous, more serious or deserving of punishment, when that knowledge had come from God and had been made known so freely and so willingly made available to Israel as a nation earlier in their national history.  This knowledge associated with that key was that vital, life-preserving and life-giving knowledge deeply enshrined in the promises to the fathers and subsequently embodied within that Law given through Moses.
Whereas, then, some six hundred years before Malachi had declared by the Spirit:
“The priest's lips should keep knowledge,” and those in Christ's day so closely associated with the priesthood should have done the same, yet in reality, as Jesus said, they shut up the kingdom of heaven against men.

The second far reaching area of condemnation arose from their misunderstanding and therefore their misinterpretation of the real underlying requirements of the Law, quite apart from its day to day observances and commandments.  In Matthew 23:23 Jesus in the midst of his discourse, with mounting emphasis was saying these words: 
“Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, for ye pay tithe of mint and anise and cummin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith:  these ought ye to have done, and not to leave the other undone.”

That was the second major ground of condemnation.

As a matter of fact, the Law did not apparently demand the tithing or the giving of the tenth to the Lord in the matter of herbs, only, according to Deuteronomy 14, of the fruits of the earth, but in the days of Jesus even these humble but useful products of the earth had been subjected to tithing.  Because of its pleasant fragrance there had arisen in Jewry the custom whereby mint was sprinkled on the floors of their houses and synagogues. Anise or dill was by now being used in the perfumery business, as was cummin.  It was open to question whether a plant which grew in such profusion should or even could be tithed, but such was the extraordinary strictness of these Pharisees.   But of those weightier matters, judgment, mercy and faith they seemed to know nothing.  They certainly omitted them from their attitude and from all those rulings which they made.  Such things as justice for others, compassion for the poor and the widow and the sufferer, and a certain confidence in God, these things were alien to their attitudes and their nature.
Thus, then, for all this, and for ultimately the guilt of demanding and achieving the death of the Lord Jesus, and not only joining with their fathers in shedding the blood of the righteous from Abel to Zacharias, they were to fill up the measure of their fathers and they were to receive just and devastating punishment and their economy and their commonwealth, was to be destroyed.  “Ye generation of vipers, how can ye escape the condemnation of Hades?” The Roman invasion, the subsequent awful scenes, the suffering and misery and death were all part of that final overturning process whereby people, and priesthood, Pharisee and peasant, temple and ephod were all to be swept away.
But the key of knowledge and the weightier matters of the Law have remained inviolate and unchanged.  Insofar as the qualities of judgment, mercy and faith are a part of the Divine character and have been evidenced and intertwined in all His dealings with the human race, these qualities rise above the attitudes of such as the scribes and Pharisees.  Human pride and prejudice, even hypocrisy and wickedness, can always be detected in the lives of those who know not God, who will have nothing of His precepts, and whose existence, like a vapour, is but for a little time and then vanishes away.
But for those who in their own particular generation draw near to God, and who cleanse their hearts, how different is the end in view for them. God is not willing that any should perish, and for those who seek and who find and who hold that key of knowledge, and who observe the weightier matters of judgment, mercy and faith, a great vista opens out of glory, a fulfilment of enjoyment beyond the mind of man to conceive. These promises, these prospects arise from using and reusing the key of knowledge, centred now in the Scriptures we hold and value so highly.   These can make us wise unto salvation by giving us just that knowledge and understanding as was vouchsafed to David so long ago, and who, with that same certainty, based on the use of the gift of knowledge, could declare in Psalm 38: “Make haste to help me, O Lord my salvation”

These words speak of the nearness of God, of the development of His purpose, and of that ultimate, salvation, in all its ramifications, of which David was so well aware and which in due course he would share if he remained faithful.
This far reaching sublime prospect then, taught to us from the Word by the use of the key day by day, is connected with and arises from those attributes of the Divine nature displayed also in the Law and summarised by Jesus as judgment, mercy and faith.  Through the Eternal Spirit the Psalmist was caused to link together in beautiful harmony those qualities mentioned by Jesus, and the long term benefits accruing to all those who understand what the Lord requires and who live lives that are in conformity with Divine ways.
Again if we turn to the Psalms, this time Psalm 111, we see how these various attributes of the Most High are intertwined with the Divine purpose.  Verse 3:

“God's work is honourable and glorious and his righteousness endureth for ever.  He hath made his wonderful works to be remembered:  the Lord is gracious and full of compassion.  He hath given meat unto them that fear him:  he will ever be mindful of his covenant.  He hath shewed his people the power of his works, that he may give them the heritage of the heathen.  The works of his hands are verity and judgment;   all his commandments are sure.  They stand fast for ever and ever, and are done in truth and uprightness.  He sent redemption unto his people:  he hath commanded His covenant for ever:   holy and reverend is his name.  The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom: a good understanding have all they that do his commandments:  his praise endureth for ever.”
So then the qualities of endurance, of grace, of compassion, of remembrance, of truth, judgement, mercy and faith are all beautifully compounded, and the benefits of beholding and of observing Divine attributes and commandments are all to be found in these beautiful words.
It was, you will remember, on the occasion of the replacement of the two tables of stone earlier on in Israel's history that the solemn declaration associating judgment - that is justice - with mercy and faith was sounded forth: 
“The Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering and abundant in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, and that will by no means clear the guilty.”

In fulfilment then of these attributes the Law through Moses had been given. It demonstrated sinfulness by transgression of the Law declared by God. The Law was established, and yet through its enactments in sacrifice, making atonement and offering forgiveness of sin.
Judgment and justice could be perceived throughout, mercy could also be seen and experienced, and for the rightly exercised, faith in a loving, forgiving, longsuffering God could be developed and increased.
Thus then, from the simplicity of the Edenic mode of sacrifice to the elaborate ritual of the Law of Moses the same principles, manifest first in the character of God and then seen to be operating in His dealings with men, can be discerned.  For the wicked judgment and destruction; for the penitent justice; for those who strove to obey, mercy through forgiveness; and grounds also for a lively faith which one day will be rewarded, turned to sight and realisation.
Just then as David recognised these principles at work, the operation of these weightier matters in his life, so also did the Lord Jesus acknowledge the justice, the mercy and the faithfulness associated with his Father.  But with his understanding and grasp of the purpose of God centred in him, he could go even further and recognising as he did the inadequacy of the Law to bring life to the offerers. He could declare with certainty his willingness to become the one great offering for sin, of which these emblems speak.
Consider the words of the Psalmist, so utterly Messianic, in Psalm 40:6.  With the Lord Jesus Christ deeply in mind the Eternal Spirit could declare through the Psalmist: 
“Sacrifice and offering thou didst not desire; mine ears hast thou opened:  burnt offering and sin offering hast thou not required. Then said I, Lo, I come:  in the volume of the book it is written of me, I delight to do thy will, O my God:  yea, thy law is within my heart.  I have preached righteousness in the great congregation:  lo, I have not refrained my lips, O Lord, thou knowest.  I have not hid thy righteousness within my heart; I have declared thy faithfulness and thy salvation:  I have not concealed thy lovingkindness and thy truth from the great congregation.”
It was in fulfilment of those noble aims that the Lord Jesus spent his life and his energy, and in the light of his success and his faithful endeavours, he could trust, as we read in verse 11:

“Withhold not thou thy tender mercies from, me, O Lord:  let thy loving kindness and thy truth continually preserve me.”
So then, Christ's own great offering is now linked by these words with the underlying qualities of the Law, and which had been seen to perfection in the character of the Most High. God's justice discerned, His invariable law against sin and sin nature obeyed even unto death, a certain death that we remember this morning, yet on the third day resurrection experienced and immortality granted. Loving kindness and faith were extended, because he had done no sin, neither was guile found in his mouth.
It is then, in the knowledge of these great and far reaching truths made known and declared by the lively use of the key of knowledge, and by reflecting upon the attributes of God in their outworking in the human seed, that we gather in full assurance of faith and hope around this table and the emblems. But let these weighty truths of which Jesus was speaking have full force and due effect upon us as we meet, upon our minds, our behaviour and our resolves from henceforth.
“He that despised Moses’ law died without mercy under two or three witnesses.” Judgment being established, justice followed and the evildoer, because of sin committed, perished.  So then, if in any way we omit the weightier matters, if faith is rejected, then mercy is withdrawn and only judgment can follow. 

“Of how much sorer punishment, suppose ye, shall he be thought worthy, who hath trodden under foot the Son of God, and hath counted the blood of the covenant, wherewith he was sanctified,, an unholy thing, and hath done despite unto the Spirit of grace?”

Let us not then, sin wilfully having received the knowledge of the Truth, but rather at every stage ponder in our lives these weighty matters that pertain to godliness, to holiness and to salvation.  To omit - and we quote the words of Jesus - to omit so to do,  and to become ensnared or enslaved by the weak and the beggarly elements of the world, can only lead to total exclusion from the fullness of the purpose of God and to the punishment of being cast into outer darkness.
Undoubtedly then to the earnest reader of the Word, as we figuratively sit at the feet of the Master and seek to learn from him, there is indeed much with which to become acquainted and from which to profit in the reading of the Master's condemnation of the Scribes and Pharisees.  We ponder the foolish if not the wicked acts of the Pharisees.  We can perhaps in our hearts find modern present day equivalents and situations very similar to those of which Jesus was giving such condemnation, situations and equivalents whereby we need to be on our guard, to take heed and to be ever watchful.
That house of Israel which was to have such an auspicious start and to come to a climax of glory, honour and wealth during the days of some of the nation's most illustrious kings, was to decline and to wane until finally in the days of the later apostles it was, in the words of the Master in that chapter, to be left desolate. What a sad, inglorious end to a nation and to a land that had once been so exalted, so wealthy, so God-fearing and so rewarded.

Let then, in the light of these solemn matters, let our daily walk and our meeting around these emblems be with due circumspection, and always remembering the deeper, wider and far reaching principles and prospects involved.  If day by day and Sunday by Sunday we do truly remember Jesus, then when he is revealed in glory he will not be ashamed to call us unto himself, and to present us to his Father as vessels that are fit for glory and for honour.  Then, for that community who are there, because of their faith, the mercy they showed, and the judgment in all their affairs which they once exhibited, the great host of the redeemed will join with Jesus in not only executing Divine judgments, but also in teaching the remnants of the nations the attributes of the Most High and the mercy He has shown. They will speak of the principles of judgment and justice applicable for both the righteous and the wicked, upon which God has operated since the days of Adam and righteous Abel.
What a great host of the redeemed will then stand before Christ and join in worship of the Great Creator. All those righteous ones of whom Jesus spoke in Matthew Ch. 23, who from the days of Abel have lived noble lives based upon sound Divine principles, and who so far as they have been able, in the words of the Master, have omitted little in their service and obedience. Does not the prospect of sharing with them the glory of the future age, the age of eternal joy, fill our hearts at this time and fortify our resolve to walk worthily, and to frustrate that wickedness and sin that is within us in this our tabernacle?
Let us then in full assurance of faith take these emblems to ourselves, for they speak to us of him who in his service omitted nothing. For this reason he is therefore made unto us wisdom, righteousness, sanctification and redemption.
(1973, G.A.)
