
 1
“Look at me! I’m religious!” (6) 

 
I would like to share with you some real advertisements that appeared in some church's bulletins. 
 
1. Wednesday at 7:30pm there will be a meeting of the Little Mothers Club. All wishing to become Little Mothers 
please meet with the minister in his study. 
2. Due to the Rector's illness, Wednesday's healing services will be discontinued until further notice. 
3. Remember in prayer the many who are sick of our church and community. 
4. The ladies of the church have cast off clothes of every kind and they may be seen in the church basement on Friday 
afternoon. 
5. Thursday night-Potluck supper. Prayer and medication to follow. 
6. Weight Watchers will meet Tuesday at 7pm at the First Presbyterian Church. Please use the large double door at 
the side entrance. 
7. Don't let worry kill you-let the church help. 
 
We are going to look at the parable of the ‘Ceremonial hypocrisy’ today which is found in Matthew 15. The actual 
parable itself is found in verses 10+11 but there is another little parable found in verse 15. But before we go ahead 
and read these parables we need to do what every good Bible student should do, we need to read the whole text 
surrounding these parables so that we can understand what Jesus meant. 
 
Please turn your Bibles to Matthew 15. Has any body ever said something to you that greatly offended you? 
 
I like that advertisement when the man and woman are in a shop and she’s trying on some new clothes and she asks 
her husband, “Do you think these jeans make me look fat?” and he says, “No dear, it’s your fat that makes you look 
fat.” I remember when I was at the Bible school and one of the foreign students said to my friend in front of my 
friend’s wife, “I think your wife eats too much,” suggesting that she was over weight. 
 
Now that offended me but let me tell you it offended my friend and his wife even more. Now any sensible person 
knows that you never talk to a woman about being overweight, because to most women that’s a sensitive issue. 
 
Now what about your religion? Has anyone ever said something to you that really offended your religious beliefs? 
You see that’s what happened here in Matthew 15; Jesus said something that truly offended the Jewish leaders. 
Matthew 15:12 says, “Then the disciples came to him and asked, "Do you know that the Pharisees were offended 
when they heard this?"” 
 
So why were they offended? What did Jesus say that really upset the Pharisees? Well the argument between Jesus and 
the Pharisees and the experts in the Law, which this chapter deals with is of tremendous importance. Because what it 
does, it shows the Jewish religion at its core and Jesus is exposing the very heart of the Jewish religion in this chapter. 
 
Matthew 15:1+2 “Then some Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked, "Why do 
your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don't wash their hands before they eat!" So what was this 
tradition and what was the spirit behind it? 
 
You see for the Jews at that time, the Law was made up of the Ten Commandments and the Pentateuch. Now it is true 
that the Pentateuch, the first five Books of the Old Testament, contains a certain number of detailed regulations and 
instructions. But in the matter of moral questions, what is laid down is a series of great moral principles, which a man 
must interpret and apply for himself, and for a while the Jews were content with that. 
 
But around the 4th or 5th centuries before Christ came along there was a group of people who got together who were 
classed as legal experts, now we know them as the Scribes. Now these guys weren’t content with great moral 
principles, Oh no, these guys had what can only be described as a passion for definition and detail. 
 
In other words, they wanted these great moral principles amplified, expanded, and broken down. But they did it to the 
extent that they issued thousands upon thousands of little rules and regulations, which oversaw every possible action 
and every possible situation in life. 
 
And some Christians do that today sometimes, don’t they? We have a song, a prayer, a Bible reading, two more 
songs, the Lord’s Supper, the offering, a sermon and then a final song and prayer to finish. 



 2
But if someone suggests, ‘Hey, lets just sing three songs today and do without a full thirty minute sermon’, 
some Christians would be in an uproar. If you go to France and partake of the Lord’s Supper with your brothers and 
sisters over there, you will find that they use real wine as an emblem for the blood of Jesus. I know many Christians 
who wouldn’t partake of that because that would offend them. 
 
What about Christians and alcohol? The Bible says we’re not to get drunk, so that means I can have a couple of beers 
and I’m not breaking God’s law. Does it? But if you get upset with someone because they are a Christian and they are 
they having a drink, then what you’re doing is amplifying your own little rules. But the point I’m trying to make is 
that we try to find loopholes in God’s word to justify what we’re doing and we do it all the time. 
 
Now there are two aspects of these scribal rules and regulations, which come out of the argument in Mathew 15 and 
one of them we have already read. Matthew 15:2 “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don't 
wash their hands before they eat!" 
 
The Scribes and the Pharisees accused Jesus’ disciples of eating with unclean hands. Now I believe that everyone 
should wash their hands before having a meal for hygiene reasons but that’s not what we’re dealing with here. They 
were accusing Jesus’ disciples of having unclean hands. In other words they had ceremonially unclean hands, hands 
that weren’t fit for the service and worship of God. 
 
That’s what they meant when they said, “The disciples didn’t wash their hands.” Now to you and me that doesn’t 
seem like a big deal, but to a Jew, this was a big deal. This was the heart of their religious thinking; this was an 
offence and a breach of God’s Law in the Jewish mind. 
 
Let me take you on a trip through one of the many Jewish regulations. You see before every meal, and between every 
course of the meal, the hands had to be washed. And we’re not talking about rinsing your hands with some fairy 
liquid here; we’re talking about washing your hands in a certain way. 
 
To begin with you’re hands had to be free from any sand or dirt, or gravel or any kind of substance. The water for 
washing had to be kept in a special large stone jar so that the water itself was clean in the ceremonial sense, and to 
make sure that it wasn’t used for anything else and that nothing else had fallen into it or had been mixed in it. So to 
start with your hands were held with your fingertips pointing upwards and then the water was poured over them. But 
the water must run at least down to you’re wrist. Now while you’re hands were still wet, each hand had to be cleaned 
with the fist of the other. Now this meant at this stage your hands were wet with water but that water was now itself 
unclean because it touched unclean hands. 
 
Now this is serious to a Jew but that’s just the beginning. Because next you’re hands had to be held with you’re 
fingertips pointing downwards and the water had to be poured over them in such a way that it began at the wrists and 
ran off the fingertips. And after all that had been done, you’re hands were now classed as being clean. And remember 
you had to do that between every course of every meal. 
 
Now if you failed to do this, in Jewish eyes, you wouldn’t be guilty of bad manners. You wouldn’t be guilty of being 
dirty in the hygiene sense but you were seen as unclean in the sight of God. 
 
If you were to eat bread with unclean hands, and pardon the expression that was no better than excrement. If the 
Romans put a Jewish rabbi in jail, he would use the water given to him for hand washing purposes rather than for 
drinking and there have been reports of some of these Jews almost dying of thirst. Now that’s only dealing with hand 
washing. 
 
You see before we can understand the parable we first need to understand why the Pharisees and the experts of the 
Law were so offended. But can you imagine all the other rules they had? On the Sabbath Day for example they had 
what they called the 39 Fathers. 39 things they were prohibited from doing. And what they did was broke these rules 
down into thousands of other little rules and that was the Jewish religion. 
 
To the Pharisees and the Sadducees that was there religion. It was ritual, ceremonial, rules and regulations like that 
which they considered to be the essence of their service to God. That’s why Jesus said to them in Matthew 23:23 
“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.” 
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Jesus says that their religion consisted of a mass of taboos and rules and regulations. Now loved ones I know 
this has been more like a study than a sermon but if we really want to understand why Jesus spoke so many parables 
against the Jewish leaders, we first need to get inside the Jewish leaders minds. 
 
In Matthew 15:10+11 we find Jesus sharing the parable with the crowd. He says, “"Listen and understand. What goes 
into a man's mouth does not make him 'unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him 'unclean.'" 
You see a thing might in the ordinary sense be completely clean and yet in the legal sense be unclean. And this idea 
comes from Leviticus 11-15 and Numbers 19. 
 
For example certain animals were classed as unclean. A woman after giving birth to a child was classed as unclean. A 
dead body was classed as unclean. And so anybody who had became unclean and touched something else, made 
whatever they touched unclean. A Gentile was unclean, food touched by a Gentile was unclean, and any container 
touched by a Gentile was unclean. In fact if a strict Jew came back from the market place, he would go home and 
immerse his whole body in clean water to take away the contamination that he might have caught when he was out. 
 
Now we know that the Scribes made the Oral Law, the Mishnah as it was called. So let me give you an example of 
one of those rules. 
 
A hollow container made of pottery could contract uncleanness inside but not on the outside. In other words it doesn’t 
matter whom or what touched the outside, but it does become a problem when the inside is involved. If it became 
unclean, it must be broken and no unbroken piece must remain in your house, which was big enough to hold enough 
oil to anoint the little toe. 
 
Now loved ones I want to thank you for your patience so far this morning but I really wanted to wade through all of 
this mad house of the Scribal Law with you, simply to show you what Jesus was dealing with. To the Scribes and the 
Pharisees, these rules and regulations were the essence of their religion. To observe them was to please God and to 
break them was to sin, this was their idea of goodness and service to God. 
 
So as we asked at the start of this sermon, why were the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law so offended? They 
were offended because the very ground of their religion was being cut from underneath them. Think about it, if Jesus 
was right which we know He is always right, then that meant that their whole theory of religion was wrong. They 
identified religion and pleasing God with the observing of rules and regulations, which had to do with cleanness. 
 
With what a man ate, with how he washed his hands before he ate it. That’s why Jesus said in Matthew 15:3-9 "And 
why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition? For God said, 'Honour your father and mother' 
and 'Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.' But you say that if a man says to his father or 
mother, 'Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is a gift devoted to God,' he is not to 'honour his 
father ' with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition. You hypocrites! Isaiah was right 
when he prophesied about you: "'These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They 
worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.'" 
 
Tradition says, “A man says to his father or mother, 'Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is a 
gift devoted to God,' he is not to 'honour his father ' with it.” Jesus says, “'Honour your father and mother' and 
'Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.'” 
 
Tradition says, “Be a good person and you’ll get into heaven.” The Bible says, “Believe, confess, repent, be baptised 
and remain faithful and you’ll get into heaven.” 
 
Tradition says, “You have to come to our mid week studies.” The Bible says, “God’s people will come together to 
study because they want too.” 
 
And it’s with that in mind that He says in Matthew 15:13+14 “Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted 
will be pulled up by the roots. Leave them; they are blind guides. If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into 
a pit." 
 
Jesus says that the Pharisees were nothing but blind guides who had no idea of the ways of God, and that if people 
followed them, then all they could expect was to stray off the road and fall into a ditch. 
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Loved ones make no mistake, this hurt the Jews and it still hurts people today. That’s because people are still 
thinking outwardly, instead of wholeheartedly. Jesus identified religion with the state of a person’s heart and said 
quite bluntly that these Pharisees and Scribal regulations had nothing to do with religion. 
 
That’s why He said in Matthew 15:17-20 when He explains the parable to Peter and the others. "Don't you see that 
whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? But the things that come out of the mouth 
come from the heart, and these make a man 'unclean.' For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, 
sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. These are what make a man 'unclean'; but eating with unwashed 
hands does not make him 'unclean.'" 
 
God is at the heart of all religion, the question is, is God in the hearts of those who profess to follow Him? So let me 
give you a couple of things to think about before we close. If religion consists of external regulations and 
observances, it has two things. 
 
1. It is far too easy. It is much easier to do without certain foods and to wash our hands in a certain way than it is to 
love and forgive the unlovely and unlovable. It’s much easier to do that, than it is to help the needy at the cost of 
one’s own time and money and comfort and pleasure. 
 
There was a man from the city who bought a farm and his new neighbour who owned the farm next to his came to 
visit him one day, He said to his neighbour, "Can you tell me where the property line runs between our farms?" The 
farmer looked him over and asked, "Are you talking owning or mowing?" 
 
And the point is we judge people sometimes by the external things we do or don’t do. And that’s because we have 
still to learn the lesson that Jesus was trying to teach the Jewish leaders. We judge people by their church attendance, 
how much they give in the offering, how often they come to our mid-week Bible study. But Jesus teaches us that all 
those things are the externals in Christianity. 
 
Now these things are important and they are the means towards religion and being a Christian, but they are not 
religion and Christianity. James 1:26+27 “If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on 
his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless. Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and 
faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the 
world.” Loved ones we need little reminders from time to time that our religion consists of personal relationships and 
in our attitude towards God and our fellowman. 
 
2. A religion that consists of external regulations and observances is very much misleading. Many people may live 
what they think is a faultless life in externals, but they can have bitterness and the most evil thoughts within their 
hearts. 
 
Jesus clearly teaches us here that not all the outwardly observances in the world can atone for a heart where pride and 
bitterness and lust dominate. You see the only thing that matters is the human heart. This is the religion of Jesus; this 
is our religion at its core. Matthew 5:8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.” 
 
We really need to learn this lesson because too many people are putting themselves on guilt trips because they can’t 
do this or can’t do that. Too many Christian are beating themselves up because they can’t get to the Bible study. Too 
many Christians are dragging themselves down because they can’t physically help in certain areas. 
 
You see loved ones, what matters to God is not so much HOW we act, but WHY we act. Its not so much what we 
actually DO, but what we wish in our heart of hearts to do. John 3:16 "For God so loved the world, that He gave His 
one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life" We are saved because of the 
Christ not because of the external things we do. 
 
The story goes that in a certain tribe of Indians, if someone was caught stealing chickens the chief said that, “The 
offender would receive 10 lashes.” And when the stealing continued, he raised it to 20 lashes. But still the chickens 
randomly disappeared. And so in anger the Chief raised the sentence to 100 lashes. The thief was finally caught, but 
the Chief faced a terrible dilemma. The thief was his own mother! And when the day of penalty came, the whole tribe 
gathered.  
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Would the Chief's love override his justice? The crowd gasped when he ordered his mother to be tied to the 
whipping post. The Chief removed his shirt, revealing his powerful stature, and took the whip in hand. But instead of 
raising it to strike the first blow, he handed it to a strong, young brave standing at his side. Slowly the Chief walked 
over to his mother and wrapped his massive arms around her in an engulfing embrace. Then he ordered the brave to 
give him the 100 lashes.  
  
You see loved ones, that's what Jesus did for you and me. In love He became our substitute and died in our place to 
pay the penalty for all our sins. He overcame our inability to save ourselves by paying the price for our sins. His 
death bridged the gulf between God and man and made it possible for us to be reconciled to God and to be restored to 
fellowship with Him through faith in Christ and in His atoning death for us. 
 
Luke 6:43-47 "No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. Each tree is recognized by its own 
fruit. People do not pick figs from thorn bushes, or grapes from briers. The good man brings good things out of the 
good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the 
overflow of his heart his mouth speaks. "Why do you call me, 'Lord, Lord,' and do not do what I say? I will show you 
what he is like who comes to me and hears my words and puts them into practice.” 
 
Jesus says that no man can call himself a good man because he observes external rule and regulations. And that’s 
because such teaching condemns every one of us, we are only good when our hearts are pure. And when you think 
about it, that very fact alone should bring pride to an end.  
 
No Christian should ever stand in judgement of their fellow brother and sister and say, “I go to all the meetings and 
you don’t, look how religious I am.” “I’ve never missed a Sunday morning in over ten years, look how religious I 
am.” When love reigns in our hearts, pride disappears. 
 
And it’s because our religion at its core is not about external rules and regulations, that every one of us can only say 
what that Tax collector said in Luke 18:13 “Lord have mercy on me a sinner.” If you’re not a Christian today, let me 
give you a bit of advice. 
 
Quit trying to be good enough for Jesus before you come to Him, quit trying to get to perfection before you become a 
Christian, and quit trying to give up that sin first in your life before you become a Christian. Because you’re sitting 
among a group of sinners today who have already recognised that they will never be good enough. 
 
You have listened to a man speak who has learned that external perfections don’t exist in Christianity; it’s all to do 
with the heart. You’re sitting with people who are struggling with sin and will continue to struggle with sin the rest of 
their lives. 
 
If you want to become a Christian, then just submit to His will and let Him clothe you with His righteousness. And 
when God looks at you, He will see what He sees in the people around you, He will see a people who are spotless and 
blameless in His eyes. 
 
 
 
 


