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Before we begin the message this morning, I need to come clean. I need to open up and deal with some sin – Jane sinned 

(Oh, you thought it was me).  Not only did Jane sin, it gets worse, Charity, Hanna and Susan Riddle all sinned too…all 

four of them went to see Beauty and the Beast (picture).  

  No, I don’t think that going to see Beauty and the Beast is a sin, but I have a friend who does. If you keep up with 

religious news, you know that there’s been a micro-storm about this recent Disney movie with demands for a boycott 

because there is a gay character. The night Jane and Charity were planning to attend, I casually mentioned to a friend 

they were going – and my friend was speechless. My friend was shocked that they’d go see it. While we disagree with 

Disney for having a gay character in a family movie, but as we say here at Grace all the time – sin is sin.  

  My point in sharing this though is that we all have our Beauty and the Beasts. It may not be a movie with a gay 

character, but all of us have trigger point where we think that we’re spiritual and have standards, and when others cross 

our line, they’re not. I know I do. Though it’s been some 20 years ago, I can still hear Ed Dobson (picture) at Calvary 

Church in Grand Rapids: “Most Christians get all upset about what they shouldn’t get upset about and don’t get upset 

what they should get upset about.”  

  This morning we’re working through a very difficult passage in Luke. Jesus goes nose to nose again with His arch 

enemies, the Pharisees. They’re Enemy #1 in the Gospels. Please turn to Luke 11:37-54 (p. 870).  

  We read this and we think, “Go get ‘em, Jesus! Let ‘em have it!” Most of us know someone who is a Pharisee or a 

legalist. But the biggest problem with the Pharisees was not that they had all these little rules or that they were legalists. 

Jesus’ primary point and what He scathes them for is that they’re hypocrites. They were Hair Splitting Hypocrites.  

  In his commentary on the Gospel of Luke, Philip Ryken (picture) writes: “What is the greatest threat to the 

Christianity in the 21st century? Is it widespread secular hostility to biblical truth? Is it the spread of radical Islam 

through terrorist groups like Al Qaeda or ISIS? Is it the pervasive immorality in modern American culture? Is it the 

rapid erosion of religious freedom? These are all serious dangers, but none of them fit the bill. So, what is the greatest 

threat to Christianity today? It is dirty dishes and unmarked graves, which are code words for hypocrisy! Nothing is 

deadlier to the life of true godliness than spiritual hypocrisy.” Ouch! 

  The biggest problem with the Pharisees, scribes and other hypocrites is that I’m one and so are you. We must 

understand them because of their personal relevance. They provide one of the best mirrors in Scripture for you and me to 

see our “spiritual selves” as we truly are. A correct understanding of them helps the Spirit do surgery on our souls and 

encourages spiritual development. Spiritual growth begins with desperate need deep in our hearts. By God’s Spirit we 

discover we’re not who we think we are. Apart from God’s grace, we’re all spiritually bankrupt, desperately needing 

God’s help. The Pharisees are God’s gift to us to reflect the condition of our own hearts.  

  What would you look like today if you hadn’t looked in a mirror? We must look in the mirror of Scripture to see 

ourselves. G.K. Chesterton (picture) said, “No man’s really good till he knows how bad he is, or might be…till he’s 

squeezed out of his soul the last drop of the oil of the Pharisees.”  

  Jesus uses potent words. He knows the damage hypocrisy causes. Pharisees pretend to be spiritually strong but are 

weak and wicked. They sound righteous but are void of spiritual substance. Their two-faced spiritual activity pushed 

people away from God, rather than toward Him. 

  Unfortunately, we still find hypocrisy in spiritual leaders. Probably everyone here knows of a pastor forced to resign 

because of a moral failure. We’ve heard the reports of the abuse by some Catholic priests, who donned their robes to lead 

the Mass while abusing children behind closed doors.  

  Yet, we’re foolish if we fall into the trap of thinking that pastors and other spiritual leaders are the only ones ensnared 

by hypocrisy. There’s a bit of the Pharisee in all of us. We tear someone down with a bit of juicy gossip so we can feel 

superior. We may even justify our comments by saying we’re doing it so others can “pray.” We’ll say something 

sounding humble, but our actual motive is prideful. We may even want to impress others with our humility. We’re quick 

to look down on someone because they’re not as spiritual or as smart or successful as we are. We faithfully attend 

church, but are quick to chew out our spouse on the way home over something minor. We sing Jesus is Lord of All but 

whose hands are really on the steering wheel of our lives? All of us at some point are Hair Splitting Hypocrites.  

  Jesus had more conflicts with the hypocrites than any other group. He got along great with the common people, but was 

always having trouble with the religious crowd. No wonder Mark Twain (picture) wrote, “Having spent a considerable 

amount of time with religious people, I can understand why Jesus liked to be with tax collectors and sinners.” 

  The structure of our text is that in verses 37-41 we have the setting and overall theme, that hypocrisy puts the emphasis 

on the external to the neglect of the internal. Then, in verses 42-44 Jesus pronounces three woes on the Pharisees in 

which He sets forth some of the specific problems with hypocrisy. At this point, a lawyer, an expert in Jewish Law 



speaks up in self-defense, pointing out Jesus’ remarks not only condemn the Pharisees; they also insult the lawyers. 

Rather than apologizing, Jesus launches into a series of three more woes on the lawyers, verses 46-52. Sadly, the end 

result wasn’t repentance, but increased hostility from the Pharisees and lawyers who begin to attempt to trap Jesus in 

something He might say or do.  

  So what’s the message for us, what do we need to take away from this as we confront hypocrisy in our own lives. If 

you’re taking notes… 

 

1. A hypocrite is more concerned with outward appearances than inward godliness. Look again at verses 37-41. I 

love this! Jesus accepts an invitation to dinner with an “enemy.” Jesus wasn’t an isolationist. Too many Christians are. 

Jesus continually accepted social invitations from unbelievers, yet He also didn’t hesitate to confront unbelievers with 

their sin.  

  So how many unbelievers do you interact with? This is what it means to be the salt of the earth, to get the salt out of the 

shaker. Colossians 4:5-6: “Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, making the best use of the time. Let your speech always be 

gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer each person.” The metaphor of salt implies 

that we can and should be provocative. Yet, we must be gracious and sensitive. In every social contact with an 

unbeliever, keep your purpose clear. You’re there as an instrument of the Spirit building bridges for the Gospel. Too 

often Christians interact with unbelievers without using it for Kingdom purposes.  

  Personally, I think this Pharisee is curious. He’s not trying to set Jesus up. But Jesus gets in, pulls back his mask to do 

surgery on the man’s true need.  

  This isn’t about hygiene. It’s not your Momma, “Did you wash your hands?” It’s about ritual, manmade rules. Before 

He took His first bite, Jesus offended this Pharisee. Pharisees, ostensibly in an attempt to keep God’s Law, had added 

hundreds of manmade rules and laws. But in so doing, they shifted the focus from the heart to the external and outward 

man.  

  They had countless guidelines for proper handwashing, more than you’ll ever see on a bathroom wall in a restaurant. 

They really did believe cleanliness was next to godliness. To wash properly before every meal, and between each of the 

courses, hands must be washed in a certain way. The water for washing must be kept in special large stone jars, so that it 

was clean in the ceremonial sense and it couldn’t be used for anything else. First, hands were held with finger tips 

pointing upwards. Water was poured over them and had to run at least down to the wrist. There was even a minimum 

amount of water which must be used, equal to one and a half eggshells full of water. While the hand were still wet, each 

must be cleansed with the fist of the other. Next, the hands had to be held with finger tips pointing downward with water 

poured over them in such a way that it began at the wrists and ran off at the finger tips. After all this was done, the hands 

were clean. To fail to do this, in a Pharisees eyes, was not to be dirty in the health sense, but to be unclean in the sight of 

God.  

  And they were very serious about all this. Jewish tradition tells of one rabbi who died of thirst rather than forego 

ceremonial washings. Some Jews believed that a demon sat on hands that weren’t properly washed.  

  I think Jesus may have deliberately provoked this confrontation by doing something that shocked His host, so He could 

teach about true cleanliness. No one wants to eat off a dirty dish. Some of you remember teaching your children how to 

wash dishes and the repetition of that lesson, because things looked clean but weren’t. That’s Jesus’ point BUT it’s about 

our hearts.  

  Are you more concerned that your hair is combed or your heart is clean? How many of us would never leave the house 

without our phone so we can stay connected, yet are lackadaisical about being connected with Jesus? Does waiting 

bother us more than our impatient spirits when we must wait?  

  This Pharisee is very offended Jesus doesn’t do ceremonial handwashing. What offends you? “Most Christians get all 

upset about what they shouldn’t get upset about and don’t get upset what they should get upset about.” 

  Jesus goes for our jugular. He connects our heart condition with our giving, “inside you are full of greed and 

wickedness…give as alms those things that are within.” Love of money isn’t new. They’re concerned about 

handwashing; Jesus nails them for their materialism and greed. How spiritual are you? Jesus says, “Let me see your 

checkbook and then we’ll know.”  

  His language is very graphic. He compares their attitude toward giving to violent robbery. In classical Greek the term 

was used for rape. The prophet Malachi said that someone who doesn’t give is a thief. In other words, you may look 

spiritual but if you don’t give, you’re a crook. Your heart is a filthy dish. Many Christians either don’t give or give so 

marginally, it’s not worth noting. We’re idolaters who love money and what it does for us.  

  Consider the Scottish pastor who made a big deal about taking his wife out for dinner for their annual night out. Both 

ordered steak. His wife started eating hers at top speed, but the preacher left his untouched. “Something the matter with 

the steak, sir?” asked the waiter. “No, no, I’m just waiting for my wife’s teeth.” Our degree of attachment to our money 



and possessions is an unfailing indicator of the health of our souls. Though the Pharisees had clean hands, they had filthy 

hearts. 

  What about us? Are we more concerned with looking spiritual than being godly? How’s your heart? Are you as good on 

the inside as you want others to think you are on the outside? How big is the gap between your outside Christianity and 

your inside hypocrisy? Is your heart a filthy dish?  

 

2. A hypocrite majors on the minors and minors on the majors. “But woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and 

rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of God. These you ought to have done, without neglecting the 

others.” What’s your majoring on the minors? Do you know what one of mine is? It drives me nuts when someone uses 

all the ice in the tray and puts it back with a couple of cubes in it. Isn’t that earth shattering?  

  What’s going on in our text? The Old Covenant commanded the Jews to tithe. Though it’s not commanded, to show 

everyone how spiritual they are, they’d tithe off spices. Let me illustrate this. (Pull out a bunch of parsley and count out 

10). “Okay, that one’s God’s.” How silly! 

  Woe is an expression of regret or grief. They’d turned the Torah into something petty bureaucratic codes, when God 

intended it to give them godly principles. Tithing was to be an expression of gratitude and love to God, not onerous. 

They focused on the trivial, neglecting the critical, like justice and the love of God.  

  Are we any better? How concerned are we about justice? An injustice that I find continually crosses my path are 

visitation rights for children. Are we concerned when a parent, for no reason, is cut off from seeing their child, just 

because the parent with custody makes it difficult? What about when someone poor, elderly or uneducated is taken 

advantage of? Do we care?  

  Scripture continually talks about loving and caring for the poor, widows and orphans. Do we? “But if anyone has the 

world's goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God's love abide in him? Little 

children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:17-18). Can I get real personal? What does it 

say about our hearts when we must beg for meals here at Grace for someone who’s been hospitalized? Are we showing 

God’s love? Or, are we hypocrites? Happy to act spiritual on Sundays, unwilling to be inconvenienced on Monday? 

  What about “justice”? Do we care about the incarcerated? Do we want to see life change or just lock ‘em all up? Did 

you know that the U.S. has the highest incarceration rate in the world? Is our attitude that they can’t build enough prisons 

for “those people”? If you and I don’t care, who will?  

  It’s the heart of hypocrisy to major on the minors while neglecting the big things that matter to God. Do you know what 

Jonathan Edwards, Charles Spurgeon, Campbell Morgan and C.S. Lewis (picture) all had in common? They were all 

smokers…and were all greatly used of God. Am I rationalizing smoking? No, but most of us are more concerned about 

somebody smoking than a hot temper or a gossiping tongue. It’s majoring on the minors.  

 

3. A hypocrite craves recognition for spiritual accomplishments. “Woe to you Pharisees! For you love the best seat 

in the synagogues and greetings in the marketplaces.” Do you know how you know when someone should NOT be in 

spiritual leadership? When they crave it. Often they’re bullies, wanting everything done their way, because they “know 

what’s best.” Or, they pick and critique the trivial. Sometimes they’ll say things like, “All the leaders are just a bunch of 

yes men” and they slander godly leaders.  

  Humility characterized Jesus. It’s what God desires for us. What do you and I have to be proud about? It’s like a 

homeless guy arrogant because he’s got a shinier grocery cart to wheel his junk around in.  

  The Pharisees craved the best seats, the ones everyone saw. Personally, I’m thankful we don’t have the pastor sit on the 

platform. Pride is subtle and intoxicating. “I’m the humblest man I know…” Do you struggle with pride? How do you 

feel when no one notices you or all you’ve done?  

  Ours is a competitive culture. We continually compare ourselves with others. Who’s got the nicest house? Best car? 

Cutest, smartest or most athletic kids? Biggest office? Newest smart phone? Coolest vacation?  

  Tragically, contemporary evangelicals are often infected with arrogance, after all, we have “the answers.” Hypocrisy 

craves recognition. Humility is synonymous with true Christianity. J.R. Vassar (picture) said “You be faithful; let Jesus 

be famous.”  

 

4. A hypocrite is more concerned with appearing holy than being holy. “Woe to you! For you are like unmarked 

graves, and people walk over them without knowing it.” Are you careful when you visit a cemetery to not step on a 

grave? It’s just etiquette. If a Jew stepped on a grave or somehow came in contact with a tomb or a dead body, it made 

him ceremonially unclean for seven days. Because of these regulations, they were careful to whitewash graves so people 

noticed them and didn’t inadvertently step on or touch one.  



  But Jesus said Pharisees were like unmarked graves. They looked clean on the outside but because of their hypocrisy, to 

be near them brought contamination on those who around them. Because of their reputation for strict holiness, others 

followed their example. Yet, rather than influencing others to holiness, they influenced others to a decomposing 

hypocrisy. The very ones thought to be examples of holiness were sources of spiritual defilement. Spiritual Typhoid 

Mary’s – diseased, defiling and infectious.    

  The application is that hypocrisy contaminates the unsuspecting. It turns off unbelievers, keeping them from the truth of 

the gospel. They’re repulsed by the hypocrisy. It contaminates young believers, who are mistakenly taught that if they do 

certain things and don’t do others, they’ll please God. The focus is often petty things, things that Scripture doesn’t 

directly command. 

  Are you an influence for godliness? Are others (spouse, children, friends) godlier, more grateful, love Jesus more – 

because they spend time with you? Or, are you defiling for them like a decomposing corpse?   

  At this point, an expert in the Jewish Law, a scribe, who was at the dinner spoke up, “One of the lawyers answered 

Him, ‘Teacher, in saying these things you insult us also’.” Maybe he thought this young rabbi didn’t grasp the full 

implication of His words. Jesus was not only indicting the Pharisees; His scathing words insulted the lawyers, too. 

Rather than backing down, Jesus laid into the lawyers with three more woes for their hypocrisy. Jesus knows how badly 

we need to be confronted with our sin. So He tells them… 

 

5. A hypocrite makes rules he doesn’t practice. “And He said, ‘Woe to you lawyers also! For you load people with 

burdens hard to bear, and you yourselves do not touch the burdens with one of your fingers’.”  

  Have you heard this one? Two lawyers walked into a restaurant, put their briefcases down and ordered two coffees. 

They get their coffee and pull out lunches from their briefcases. "Sorry," the waitress says, "You can`t eat your own food 

here." The lawyers look at one another, shrug their shoulders and swap sandwiches.  

  That’s what the lawyers of Jesus’ day had done. They’d taken the commands of Scripture, multiplying them into 

hundreds of minute adaptations. Like lawyers in every age, they also came up with loopholes enabling them to skirt their 

own rules, while the average schmuck was still burdened with them.  

  The laws they most abused were Sabbath ones. For example, on the Sabbath the lawyers determined you could only 

travel 1,000 yards from your home. But if a rope was tied across the end of the street, the end of the street became his 

residence and he could go 1,000 yards beyond that. Or, if before the Sabbath a man left at some given point enough food 

for two meals, that point technically became his residence. He could go 1,000 yards beyond that.  

  On the Sabbath, you couldn’t tie a knot, because that was work. But a woman could tie a knot in her girdle. So if you 

needed to draw water out of the well on the Sabbath, you couldn’t tie a rope to the bucket, but you could tie a woman’s 

girdle to the bucket! They were masters of the loophole.  

  We do the same. You may remember when Christians weren’t supposed to go to the theater because it was supporting 

Hollywood. Not sure why we still could have TVs or rent videos. Then, some legalists decided renting videos was 

supporting Hollywood, but it was okay to check them out at a library because you weren’t paying to rent them. 

Apparently, no one thought through though that the library still had to purchase them (and support Hollywood) before 

they could be checked out.  

  Legalism burdens people with peripheral issues. They have a list. If you stick with the list, you’re spiritual. If that’s 

true, the Amish must be the most spiritual people on earth because they have a really l-o-n-g list.  

  Mark it down. Biblical holiness frees people by pointing them to the beauty of God’s holiness and love. 1 John 5:3, 

“For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And His commandments are not burdensome.” When we 

obey out of a heart of love for God, even though it’s not always easy, it will result in great joy and blessing. Legalism 

puts the emphasis on the external to the neglect of the internal.  

  Jesus said all the rules of the Old Testament can be boiled down to two: love God with all you’ve got and love your 

neighbor as yourself. If you love God, you won’t do things that go against His will and Word. If you love your neighbor, 

you won’t hurt him. That’s the kind of love that truly liberates!  

 

6. A hypocrite honors past spiritual leaders yet nitpicks present ones. Verses 47-51. The lawyers were good at 

“embalming” the past, honoring prophets martyred by the same religious establishment to which they belonged. The 

Bible and Church history reveal that true servants of God are often rejected by their generation and those who most need 

their ministry. Then, the next generation comes along and honors the same prophets. While the Pharisees were like 

“hidden graves,” the scribes built elaborate tombs.  

  The first recorded martyrdom is that of Abel, the last is that of Zechariah. Jesus didn’t suggest that the lawyers and 

Pharisees were personally responsible for killing the Old Testament prophets. Rather, He’s affirming that people just like 

them did these terrible things to God’s servants. Their ultimate crime would be the crucifixion of the Son of God. The 



only way to honor the prophets was to listen and obey the Word of God that they proclaimed, which they didn’t do. As in 

all the other woes, the underlying problem is that outwardly they act as if they honor the prophets but inwardly they 

won’t repent of the very sins the prophets condemned. It’s a bit like the American attitude toward Martin Luther King Jr. 

A generation ago he was despised, now we have a holiday in his honor.  

  Christians do the same thing. We love the preachers and hymn writers of the past, but criticize those in the present. The 

Bible College I attended has a dormitory named after Charles Spurgeon, but Spurgeon was an amillenialist. They’d never 

allow him to teach or preach there, yet they have a dorm named after him. Isaac Watts (picture) is called the “Father of 

English Hymnody” but was an Anglican. Many churches who revere his music would never let him sing in their 

churches.  

  We should be cautious in criticizing and censuring spiritual leaders. All of us have feet of clay. None of us cross all of 

our theological t’s perfectly. It’s the grace of God that He uses any of us. Ours is a petty, nitpicking, critical world. We 

must be careful that that’s not true of us and the Church.    

  Jesus said, “it will be required of this generation.” Judgement was coming. Jerusalem would be destroyed and the Jews 

scattered in a few years. If you ignore God’s message, judgement always comes. Legalists don’t apply God’s holiness to 

their hearts but put on an outward show of honoring it. 

 

7. A hypocrite communicates that he has the inside track for truth but discourages others from finding it. “Woe to 

you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge. You did not enter yourselves, and you hindered those who 

were entering.” The purpose of teaching and preaching is to make God’s Word clear and understandable, not complex 

and esoteric. 

  These lawyers fit a common accusation of preachers, six days invisible, one day incomprehensible. God wants His 

Word to be understood. You can’t obey what you can’t comprehend. It’s the task of the Bible teacher to put the cookies 

on the bottom shelf. Yet, like lawyers in perpetuity, they made God’s Word difficult. It was spiritual legalese and was 

inexcusable.  

  You may not like what is said here at Grace. But we need to make sure it’s God’s Word and it’s clear. If you have a 

problem with that, it needs to be with the Author not the communicator.  

  Jesus came that we might have “life and live it to the fullest.” (John 10:10) To enter into that kind of eternal life, you 

must have the key to knowledge. What is it? The key to knowledge is that all the Bible is about Jesus. If you don’t 

understand that, you’ve missed the entire point of the Bible. The scribes saw the Bible as an extensive list of rules and 

regulations, Jesus understood that all the Old Testament was written to point people to Him. 

 

Conclusion: Unfortunately the response of the Pharisees and lawyers was not repentance, but rejection and resentment. 

“As He went away from there, the scribes and the Pharisees began to press Him hard and to provoke Him to speak about 

many things, lying in wait for Him, to catch Him in something He might say.” It was the “last straw.” In the coming 

months that followed, they did their best to discredit Jesus in the eyes of the Jewish people. They watched for an 

opportunity to get rid of Him once and for all. This was the beginning of the end. The cross was just over the horizon.  

  This past week was the NCAA Basketball Championship. A few years ago Virginia College sophomore, Danny Foley, 

just wanted to be part of his college’s men’s basketball team, even if it meant being a hypocrite and faking his way onto 

the court. Danny noticed that all of his team’s assistant coaches wore the same suit with a bright orange tie. So before 

Virginia’s conference championship game against Duke on March 16, 2014, he and his friends went searching for some 

cheap knockoffs. He found everything he needed at Walmart – a suit jacket, suit pants, dress shoes, dress socks, a white 

dress shirt, and the orange tie. The next morning, he bought $30 nosebleed tickets just to get in the door and headed to 

the game.  

  During a TV timeout, Danny made his move, confidently marching past an usher and onto the court. Danny said, “I 

walked right behind the cheerleaders and onto the court and joined the [team’s] huddle on the court.” Following his 

team’s big win, he went for an even bigger thrill. When the game’s final buzzer sounded with Virginia defeating Duke 

72-63, Danny joined his “teammates” in the handshake line. As the confetti fell around him, Danny got to shake hands 

with “Coach K,” Duke’s legendary coach. Photos from the end of the game show Danny wearing a championship t-shirt 

(picture) over his suit and smiling in the middle of the confetti-covered arena.  

  After celebrating with coaches and players, a member of Virginia’s staff almost caught up with Danny, but Danny 

quickly climbed the railings and disappeared into the stands.  

  While that’s a relatively harmless college prank, when we’re hypocrites we’re doing something truly harmful. Are we 

just faking our way as Christians? Have we merely bought a suit and tie without really joining the team? Have we truly 

committed our lives to Christ? Are we new creations in Christ…or just the same old sinner with just a new suit and tie?  



  The religious leaders of Jesus’ day substituted godliness with hypocrisy, so Jesus spoke out vigorously against their 

hypocrisy. You can fool everyone else but you can’t fool God.  

  It’s only the Gospel that transforms and gives eternal life. Only the Gospel strips us of duplicity, legalism, pride, false 

teaching, manmade religion, and false guidance. Only the Gospel enables to live a life of true godliness.  

  Do you want to go to heaven? Do you want to be part of God’s forever family? Don’t just put on a suit and tie. Instead 

run to the Cross of Christ. Put your trust in Jesus Christ alone and repent of your sin. Ask God to give you His grace so 

that you can be a new creation in Christ. 

  Brennan Manning (picture) said, “The single most cause of atheism in the world today is Christians, who acknowledge 

Jesus with their lips but walk out of the church doors and deny Him with their lifestyle. This is what an unbelieving 

world simply finds unbelievable.” He was right.  

  When unbelievers find us living hypocritically, living non-Christian lifestyles they decide Jesus isn’t for them. All of us 

are hypocritical at some level and at some points in our Christian walk, but we don’t have to be.  

  As we close this morning, please ask God’s Spirit to do soul surgery. Let’s take time to ask God to forgive and cleanse 

us from the poison of hypocrisy that we allow into our lives. Take a few moments to examine your own heart and 

confess to God your own failings when it comes to this poisonous sin.  

 


