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“Jesus Mixes It Up with the Religious Leaders” Luke 11:37-46, 52-54; 

18:9-14  6/19/16 

 Let’s begin with a little trivia quiz.  Ready? 

How long did the Hundred Years War last?  116 years, from 1337-1453 

From which animal do we get catgut?  Sheep and horses 

In which month do Russians celebrate the October Revolution?  November 

What is a camel’s-hair brush made of?  Squirrel fur 

Where are Chinese gooseberries from?  New Zealand 

How long did the Thirty Years War last?  30 years, of course! 

 Sometimes we’re confident in our knowledge and beliefs, only to find 

out that we’re wrong!  That was the case with the religious leaders that 

Jesus was mixing it up with in our story from Luke’s gospel this morning.  

These particular religious leaders were the Pharisees, who have gotten a 

bad name, but, in fact, they weren’t all bad!  They believed deeply in the 

God of Israel and followed God’s Word, the Old Testament, meticulously.  

They taught others the scriptures, maintained & led the synagogues, tithed 

their income (a full 10%), served as community leaders, and gave to the 

poor.  That doesn’t sound too bad, does it?  In fact, they sound a lot like 

really good Presbyterians!  But they had some deep flaws in their 
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understanding of what true religion is about, and Jesus doesn’t hold back in 

pointing out those flaws.  Listen to these verses from Luke 11.   

37While Jesus was speaking, a Pharisee invited him to dine with him; so he 

went in and took his place at the table. 38The Pharisee was amazed to see 

that he did not first wash before dinner. 39Then the Lord said to him, “Now 

you Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside you 

are full of greed and wickedness. 40You fools! Did not the one who made 

the outside make the inside also? 41So give for alms those things that are 

within; and see, everything will be clean for you. (Luke 11:37-41) 

 Jesus is invited to dinner by a Pharisee.  He accepts the invitation, 

but before the first course can be served, Jesus quickly turns into the 

dinner guest from hell!  It begins when his host is concerned that Jesus 

does not wash his hands before the meal.  Now, this was not a concern 

about Jesus’ personal hygiene.  Washing one’s hands before eating was a 

religious custom, probably meant to symbolize washing away any 

contamination from a sin-filled world.  And, the rabbis specified exactly how 

this hand-washing was to be done, including the minimum amount of water 

to be used, and the proper technique for washing- beginning at the finger 

tips and working to the wrists, using a closed fist to scrub the opposite 

palm, and then rinsing from the wrists back to the fingertips!  To miss even 

one part of the ritual was considered a sin. 
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 Jesus wasn’t having any of it.  He understood that outward rituals 

have no power to cleanse the heart, which is what God is concerned about.    

The Pharisees had forgotten that the point of true religion is about changing 

the heart, which then manifests itself in good deeds.  So, Jesus called them 

on it.  But he wasn’t done.  Not be a long shot! 

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. 43Woe to you Pharisees! For you 

love to have the seat of honor in the synagogues and to be greeted with 

respect in the marketplaces. 44Woe to you! For you are like unmarked 

graves, and people walk over them without realizing it.” (Luke 11:42-44) 

 Here, Jesus pronounces three “woes” on the Pharisees.  It’s 

important to understand that Jesus isn’t pronouncing some kind of curse on 

them.  “Woe” is probably better translated as “Alas,” or “How sad it is.”  

Jesus doesn’t hate the Pharisees.  He has much in common with them.  

But he cares deeply about the condition of their souls and the effect they 

are having the spiritual health of God’s people.  So he criticizes their 

practices.  In the first criticism, he says that they follow the law by 

meticulously tithing not just their income and crops, but even the tiny herbs 

of their gardens, while neglecting the more important matters of justice and 

the love of God.  Jesus is saying that there is nothing wrong with tithing, but 
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they have lost all perspective on what’s most important and what’s not.  

There is no sense of proportion in their religion.  

In April of 2013 some drug dealers were arrested in New York City.  

Police found five men in possession of 23,000 oxycodone pills worth almost 

half a million dollars!  They were also charged with selling cocaine and 

heroine, and possessing a sawed-off shotgun.  The interesting twist to the 

story was that these men routinely refused to work on the Sabbath!  One 

text to a customer which was uncovered read, “We are closing at 7:30PM 

Friday on the dot and will reopen Saturday at 8:15PM or so.”  They had lost 

all sense of proportion in their religion, carefully keeping the Sabbath, while 

selling products that kept people enslaved to addiction, and destroyed lives 

and families.   

Sometimes our sense of proportion isn’t much better in the church.  I 

have witnessed intense church fights over the color a Fellowship Hall 

should be painted, the way coffee is served and prepared, whether 

diseased trees on church property should be cut down, and how much 

should be spent on a church organ!  All the while, these same churches 

had little energy to deal with homeless people on their streets, racial 

tensions just beneath the surface, and hungry people around the world.  

Might Jesus have something to say about our sense of proportion? 
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 Jesus’ next criticism of the Pharisees has to do with their 

preoccupation with status- wanting the seats of honor in the synagogue 

and to be greeted with elaborate deference on the streets.  Keeping up 

appearances.  They wanted others to think well of them, while ignoring the 

condition of their hearts. 

 Finally, Jesus compared them to unmarked graves.  (This must have 

been a very memorable dinner party!)  If any Jew walked on a grave, he or 

she was considered ritually unclean for a week.  During that time of 

uncleanness, they had to undergo various cleansing rituals and were 

banned from all religious observances.  Jesus says that by focusing so 

much on outward things, the Pharisees are actually leading the people to 

uncleanness, by distracting them from doing what they really need to be 

doing- working to cleanse their hearts. 

 Listen to what happens next. 

45One of the lawyers answered him, “Teacher, when you say these things, 

you insult us too.” 46And he said, “Woe also to you lawyers! For you load 

people with burdens hard to bear, and you yourselves do not lift a finger to 

ease them. 52Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of 

knowledge; you did not enter yourselves, and you hindered those who were 

entering.” 53When he went outside, the scribes and the Pharisees began to 

be very hostile toward him and to cross-examine him about many things, 
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54lying in wait for him, to catch him in something he might say. (Luke 

11:45,46, 52-54) 

 A lawyer complains that Jesus’ words to the Pharisees are insulting 

to them, too.  So, in case they didn’t understand his intent, he lays into 

them, too!  Now, given that we have a number of attorneys in our 

congregation, I should probably give a little context here.  These lawyers 

weren’t writing wills and doing real estate transactions.  They were religious 

officials who interpreted the Old Testament Law, often adding rule upon 

rule in order to define precisely what the law required.  For example, these 

interpreters of the law came up with over 600 rules defining what was 

permissible or forbidden on the Sabbath!  Jesus had two problems with 

these lawyers, many of whom were also Pharisees. 

 First, they placed huge burdens on average people to keep all of 

these rules, but had no interest in lifting a finger to help them!  In fact, they 

were expert at finding loopholes around the requirements of the law for 

themselves!  And, in making the law so complicated, they kept average 

people from having any hope of understanding it, thereby “taking away the 

key of knowledge.”   

 The central problem with Pharisaical religion was that it was based on 

keeping rules.  Keep the rules, and you’ll be acceptable to God, they 

taught.  Although rules were important in the Old Testament, and while we 
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have rules in our Christian faith, there are problems with any religion that 

focuses on rules. 

This closing parable of Jesus gets to the heart of the matter.   

9He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were 

righteous and regarded others with contempt: 10“Two men went up to the 

temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11The 

Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am 

not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax 

collector. 12I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’ 13But the tax 

collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was 

beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 14I tell 

you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all 

who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will 

be exalted.” 

 A seminarian named Michael was called to a Chicago hospital late 

one night.  A 16 year-old girl was driving that night with friends, when she 

backed into a light pole.  The pole broke and fell on the car, killing a twelve 

year-old passenger, and injuring the driver.  The next morning Michael 

visited the 16 year-old in the hospital.  She was absolutely devastated by 

the pain her actions had caused.  She promised to be like a daughter to the 
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bereaved parents, going to their home every day, babysitting for them, 

mowing their lawn, washing their dishes, etc.   

 Michael helped her to understand that no matter what she did, she 

could never replace their daughter.  She could never do enough to make 

up for her actions.  All she could do was ask forgiveness and hope that the 

parents would be able to forgive her.  In time, that’s exactly what these 

bereaved parents were able to do, setting her free from a debt she could 

never repay. 

 I think that’s what Jesus’ parable is about.  No matter how good we 

are, or think we are, like the Pharisee, we can’t repay the debt we owe to 

God- the debt of our sin and the harm we have caused to God’s world and 

his people.  All we can do it throw ourselves on his mercy- like the sinful tax 

collector- trusting that God will keep his promise to forgive us if we do. 

 Christians can easily fall into the same trap as the Pharisees, thinking 

that our good deeds will impress God, while what we really need to do is to 

fall on our faces and ask for God’s mercy, a mercy already secured by the 

sacrifice of God’s Son.  Have you done that?  Will you do so? 


