
1 
 

“Slippage” Phil. 1:27; 2:12-13; Matt. 23:1-6, 23-28  2/22/15 

 A pastoral nominating committee was trying to decide between 

several excellent candidates for an Associate Pastor position at their 

church.  They were having a hard time deciding.  Finally, a respected, older 

man on the committee said this, “Most of you are aware that I have 

personally known one of these candidates, Jim, for a number of years.  

Here’s what I think.  All of us have a certain amount of “slippage” between 

what we say we believe and how we actually act in day-to-day living.  That 

just seems to be part of life.  But Jim has less “slippage” between what he 

believes and how he acts than anyone I know.”  The committee called Jim 

as their Associate Pastor! 

 While we all want integrity and consistency in our leaders, “Slippage” 

is a problem for all Christians today, isn’t it?  Of course, that’s nothing new!  

Many biblical characters were plagued by significant differences between 

what they said they believed and how they acted, weren’t they?  Think of 

Moses, Noah, David, Elijah, most of the Israelite kings, as well as every 

one of the disciples of Jesus!  “Slippage.”  And, while it may be common, it 

is never a good thing;  It’s not good for our conflicted souls, or for our 

witness in the world.  You are probably aware that many of those who do 

not go to church site the hypocrisy of church members as one of the main 
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reasons they do not participate.  There are two main biblical ways to look at 

“slippage.” 

 One is found in Paul’s letter to the church in Philippi.  Paul, who wrote 

this letter from prison, wasn’t sure if he would ever see these beloved 

brothers and sisters in Christ again.  He writes, “Only, live your life worthy 

of the gospel of Jesus Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am 

absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one 

spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel.”  (Phil. 

1:27)  This is a plea from Paul for consistency between what they believe 

and the way they live, a call to “live a life worthy of the gospel.”  It’s also 

what he has in mind when he writes this in the next chapter, “12Therefore, 

my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, 

but much more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear 

and trembling; 13for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will 

and to work for his good pleasure.” (Phil. 2:12,13) 

 When Paul tells them to “work out their own salvation with fear and 

trembling,” I think he’s reminding them that although they have been 

justified and cleansed by God’s grace, now they need to work on living like 

that, as grace-filled people, reducing the “slippage.”  Paul understands 

Christian life to be a journey in which we continually work to act like the 

people God has created and called us to be. 
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 When New York Governor, Thomas Dewey, was running against 

FDR for President in 1944, his campaign found an issue on which 

Roosevelt was vulnerable.  U.S. intelligence experts had cracked the 

Japanese diplomatic code before the attack on Pearl Harbor, and should 

have known of the impending attack.  Dewey could have rightly pointed out 

this colossal and costly failure and called for the American people to hold 

Roosevelt accountable for it.  However, Dewey learned that the Japanese 

still didn’t know that we had cracked their code, and they were still using it.  

The Allies were able to decipher the Japanese messages.  Revealing the 

failure of the Roosevelt administration would have let the Japanese know 

we were able to read their communications, and we would have lost an 

important advantage in the war effort.  Dewey refrained from using the 

information he had, and he lost the election.  Now I don’t know anything 

about Dewey’s faith, but by the grace of God he had the character to put 

the needs of the nation ahead of his own.  There was no slippage here 

between his claims of good character and the way he acted. 

 Jesus takes a slightly different approach with “slippage.”  He focuses 

sharply on the gap between our words and our actions.  Listen to his harsh 

words about the Pharisees in Matt. 23.  Then Jesus said to the crowds and 

to his disciples, 2“The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; 

3therefore, do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not do as they 
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do, for they do not practice what they teach. 4They tie up heavy burdens, 

hard to bear, and lay them on the shoulders of others; but they themselves 

are unwilling to lift a finger to move them. 5They do all their deeds to be 

seen by others; for they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes 

long. (Matt. 23:1-5) 

 The Pharisees were the most religious of all Jews in Jesus’ time.  

They cared deeply about God’s Word, and meticulously did what it said.  

They pushed all of society to live good and holy lives.  They were good 

citizens and community leaders.  They were what many of us Presbyterians 

desire to be today!  And yet, Jesus was harder on them than virtually 

anyone else!  Why?  Slippage! 

 He says that they don’t do what they teach others to do.  They lack 

compassion for others.  And they want everyone to know just how religious 

they are!  Their phylacteries, those little boxes containing part of the Law 

that orthodox Jews wear strapped to their heads or arms, were super-

sized!  And, so were the religiously-required fringes on their robes.  Jesus 

goes on to give more details about their slippage.  23“Woe to you, scribes 

and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and cummin, and have 

neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. It is 

these you ought to have practiced without neglecting the others. 24You 

blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel! 25“Woe to you, 
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scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and 

of the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. 26You 

blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup, so that the outside also 

may become clean. 27“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For 

you are like whitewashed tombs, which on the outside look beautiful, but 

inside they are full of the bones of the dead and of all kinds of filth. 28So you 

also on the outside look righteous to others, but inside you are full of 

hypocrisy and lawlessness. (Matt. 23:23-28) 

 This is jarring, harsh, inflammatory language.  While Jesus 

commends their meticulous keeping of the Law, even tithing the herbs in 

their gardens, he rails against them for neglecting the far more important 

matters of justice and mercy and faith.  They are far more concerned about 

appearances than about what’s going on in their hearts and souls, which 

Jesus says are rotten to the core.  Jesus calls them out for hypocrisy, like 

he also called out the religious priests in the temple. 

 So, whether you take Jesus’ approach, which baldly calls us 

“hypocrites” due to our “slippage,” or Paul’s approach, which invites us to 

continue on the journey toward being people worthy of the gospel, there is 

a radical call to change here. 

 Two cars were waiting in line at a stop light.  The man in the first car 

didn’t notice when the light turned green, and he just sat there.  The woman 
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driving the car behind him, obviously in a hurry, started going ballistic inside 

her car.  She was pounding on her steering wheel, yelling loudly, making 

obscene gestures, and finally she began to blast her horn.  Hearing the 

horn, the man looked up to see the light now turning yellow, and 

accelerated through it, leaving the highly agitated, arm-waving, screaming 

woman to sit through another cycle of the light. 

 Still in mid-rant, she heard a tap on her window and looked over to 

see a policeman, gun drawn, telling her to shut off her engine and slowly 

get out of the car.  She complied, speechless at what was happening.  She 

was handcuffed and made to sit on the curb, while the policeman checked 

her license and registration against the information on his computer.  He 

eventually returned to her at the curb. 

 “I’m sorry for all of this,” he said.  “But when I pulled up behind your 

car while you were blowing your horn, flipping that guy off, and cussing up 

a blue streak, I also noticed your bumper stickers, which read “God is My 

Co-Pilot” and “Follow Me to Christ Church,” along with the Christian fish 

symbol on the trunk, and I thought the car must have been stolen!” 

 We can laugh at the poor woman in the story, but I wonder…  What 

would someone think about your Christian commitment if they heard how 

you speak to your spouse or your children or your parents?  If they watched 

you fill out your income tax returns?  If they saw how little of your income 
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you give to support the work of the Lord?  If they saw how little of your time 

and talent are given to support those in need.  If they watched your 

business practices or the way you treat people at work? 

 Slippage.  Hypocrisy.  Whatever you want to call it, it’s a problem for 

most of us.  The good news is that you’ve come to the right place to deal 

with it.  We’re all sinners here.  We all have slippage problems.  But, we 

can do better.  That’s what theologians call “sanctification.”  And Lent is a 

great time of year to deal with slippage.  And Jesus gives us an important 

insight about dealing with slippage and hypocrisy in those rants against the 

Pharisees.  “25“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you 

clean the outside of the cup and of the plate, but inside they are full of 

greed and self-indulgence. 26You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of 

the cup, so that the outside also may become clean.”   

 We need to deal with our inner lives, our souls, our spirits.  And Lent 

is the perfect time of year to do that!  During Lent, we focus on a few of 

those time-tested spiritual disciplines that can help us to look inward and 

make the necessary adjustments.   

 Scripture reading.  Read through one of the gospels this Lent.  Or, 

use one of the devotional guides for individuals or families in the 

Fellowship Hall.  Join a small group or attend a Sunday School class.  

Engage with God’s Word. 
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  Prayer.  Set aside time each day- you decide when- for personal 

prayer and reflection.  Start with ten minutes.  Talk with God.  Thank 

God for his good gifts to you.  Confess your sins.  Ask God to reveal 

new ways of living to you.  And bring your concerns about your job, 

your budget, your children, your grandchildren, and your marriage to 

God in prayer. 

 Worship.  Use the time of worship to fullest advantage.  Come 

prepared in mind and heart.  Pay close attention to the words of the 

prayers and the hymns.  Take notes during the sermon.  Ask the 

preacher for clarification or explanation afterwards.  See worship as a 

weekly opportunity to offer your whole self to God.   

 Service.  Sign up for one of our mission trips.  Volunteer at the soup 

kitchen, Gettysburg CARES, or Ruth’s Harvest.  Help in the nursery 

or with Youth Club or a SS class.  Volunteer to usher- we are always 

looking for ushers!  Serve God by serving others. 

Scripture, prayer, worship and service.  All are disciplines that God 

can use to help us examine ourselves.  May God help us this Lent to 

reduce the level of slippage in our lives! 


