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Mark 7:5–8 

And the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not walk 

according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 6 And he said 

to them,  

“Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, “ ‘This people 

honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me;  

in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’  

You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.”  

No one wants to be called a Pharisee; even though in the New Testament they 

were the religious leaders of the Hebrews and paragons of faithfulness to the law 

and traditions of the elders. You would have thought Jesus would be their biggest 

fan. Consider what he said in the Sermon on the Mount… 

Matthew 5:17–20  

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets;  

I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.  

For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, 

will pass from the Law until all is accomplished.  

Therefore, whoever relaxes one of the least of these commandments and 

teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven,  

but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of 

heaven.  
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For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and 

Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

The word Pharisee comes from the Hebrew פרושים prushim meaning 

"separated," that is, one who is separated for a life of purity. 

So, what’s the problem?  How did Pharisee get turned from religious paragon to 

religious pariah? 

 To answer that we can start with John the Baptist. 

Matthew 3:7–10  

When John saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he 

said to them,  

“You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear 

fruit in keeping with repentance.  

And do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ for I 

tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham.  

Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does 

not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 

The Pharisees considered salvation their birthright and their just reward because 

they alone, unlike other people (namely, sinners and Gentile dogs) were worthy. 

The Sadducees were the political and religious liberals of their day, concerned 

only about their own wealth and power. 

John reflected what the people, and God, thought about them. 
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Consider what Jesus said about them… 

Matthew 23:27–28  

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed 

tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead people’s 

bones and all uncleanness.  

So, you also outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full of 

hypocrisy and lawlessness. 

For the Pharisees, the way to salvation (which included emancipation from 

Roman rule) was by strictly and literally obeying the 613 laws they had come up 

with. 

Imagine memorizing 613 commandments instead of 10 and then literally keeping 

all of them! 

Of course, that was only considered a reasonable goal by those who had the 

freedom to do nothing else! 

Forgot about working for a living or caring for family or friends! 

Your entire life must be devoted to remembering and strictly obeying all of these 

commandments (most of which were made up by the Pharisees)! 

And if you didn’t? 

You were a worthless miserable sinner, an outcast! 

This didn’t sit well with Jesus who came: 

➢ To seek and save the lost. 
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➢ To call sinners to repentance. 

➢ To proclaim good new to all who were used to only getting bad news. 

➢ To serve and give his life as a ransom. 

➢ To make it possible for everyone, everywhere to receive forgiveness and 

eternal life. 

The way to salvation was through faith in him and what he would do to save 

everyone. The Pharisees stood opposed to everything Jesus stood for and was 

here to accomplish. 

Therefore, they became his enemies and sought to: 

➢ Discredit him,  

➢ marginalize him,  

➢ slander him and  

➢ kill him. 

Claiming to be separated for purity they found themselves allied with the devil 

and opposed to the work of God. 

Matthew 23:1–28 

 “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat, so do and observe whatever 

they tell you, but not the works they do.  

For they preach, but do not practice.  

They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people’s shoulders,  

but they themselves are not willing to move them with their finger… 
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13 “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut the kingdom of 

heaven in people’s faces.  

For you neither enter yourselves nor allow those who would enter to go in…  

23 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and 

cumin,  

and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and 

faithfulness… 

You blind guides, straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel!  

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the 

cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence… 

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed 

tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead people’s 

bones and all uncleanness.  

So, you also outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full of 

hypocrisy and lawlessness.  

Hypocrisy means specifically that there is a glaring inconsistency in what you 

profess to believe and how you live. 

ὑπόκρισις in classical Greek referred to an actor, one who pretended. By the 

time of the New Testament it was always a negative, referring to someone who 

was a pretender, who did not practice what he preached. 

Jesus and Paul both warn against hypocrisy, which even the apostle Peter fell 

victim to. 
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Today the word is used by the opponents of God as a weapon against people of 

faith.  Even though we admit that we are sinners and strive to love people, they 

level the charge of hypocrite against any believer who doesn’t achieve perfection. 

The word never applies to them, they say, because they don’t believe in God and 

therefore don’t pretend to be righteous. 

➢ However, when the great prophet of global warming flies around the world 

in his private jet, that is the epitome of hypocrisy! 

➢ When militant atheists mock and ridicule anyone who believes in creation 

that is hypocrisy because they know that the science and the math do not 

support their theory!  

➢ When gun control activists make their fortune on movies glorifying extreme 

violence…  you get the idea. 

Some Christians, obviously, do not walk by the Spirit.  They have a Sunday 

morning life that appears to have no influence at all on the rest of their life. The 

modern term is compartmentalization. 

Perhaps that was what was going on with the factory owner who seemed a model 

church member on Sundays but who struck terror into the hearts of his 

employees the rest of the week -- and saw no problem with that because  

"Church is church and business is business." 

He didn't verbally add "and never the twain shall meet," but he might as well 

have. The guy's life was compartmentalized; he just saw that one part of his life 

was here, and another was there, and yet another was over there. 
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Jesus would have called him a hypocrite! That is exactly what he criticized the 

Pharisees for. 

We became acquainted with a Lutheran doctor back at the Seminary who offered 

free delivery to all expecting Seminary families but was a complete tyrant to all of 

the nurses! 

Mark 12:38–40  

And in his teaching he said, “Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in 

long robes and like greetings in the marketplaces and have the best seats in the 

synagogues and the places of honor at feasts,  

who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers.  

They will receive the greater condemnation.” 

Mark Matousek was a Wunderkind on a fast literary track. He seemed to have the 

world on a string. 

➢ Brought up in a "godless," suburban household, "alms were given, cash or 

credit, at the mall.  

➢ Spirits were something that broke up your marriage.  

➢ Religion was an inherited trait. 

➢ Since "you don't miss what you never had," Mark continued on this path 

and bought into the typical American linear track:  

"Like most stout-hearted American men, I was raised to play God, to pretend that I 

was omnipotent, to mastermind the world. Power was supposed to be my idea of 

Heaven; Triumph, the Lord I secretly worshiped. In the muscular, man-centered 

vision they conjured, spiritual values had long ago been twisted into handicaps. 
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Surrender was an admission of weakness, sacrifice was a loser's game, humility an 

emasculation to be avoided at all costs." 

He goes on to say, “The only problem with this philosophy of life is that it works 

as long as you're winning. But nobody wins forever."  

And there came a time in Mark's life when disaster struck, death intruded, and 

the whole house of cards came tumbling down. He found himself asking religious 

questions. 

He says, "This shift of interests was more threatening than it sounds.  

I was terrified of becoming a convert.  

Organized religion stood for everything I hated: authority, dogma, repression, 

hypocrisy.  

The New Age was even more repulsive, a mindless hodgepodge of kitsch and 

"spiritspeak" packaged for shameless profit.  

He went on to embrace eastern mysticism but the point he makes here is relevant 

to us.  He was raised godless, which was in fact, a faith of its own; a faith that 

only was good when one was winning! 

Just as there were opponents of Jesus when he walked among us, so those 

opponents are at work today! Beware, lest we be numbered among them! 

➢ When we sell out! 

➢ When we go along! 

➢ When we allow ourselves to be conformed to the world! 

➢ When we pursue power and wealth and pleasure! 
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➢ When we think of ourselves more highly than we ought to… 

We find ourselves opposed to God and to Jesus. 

“Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, “ ‘This people 

honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me;  

We want to be faithful followers of Jesus, not his opponents! 

Consider these two Scriptures about opposition to Jesus. 

Matthew 12:30  

Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me 

scatters. 

Mark 9:41 

For the one who is not against us is for us.  

Even if your faith is weak, small like a mustard seed, if you don’t oppose Jesus, 

then you are for him! 

Even when our motives are not perfect, when we help people in need, we are 

doing the work of Jesus. 

Even when we’re inconsistent in our faith life, when our words and actions don’t 

live up to the faith we profess, we don’t oppose Jesus if we avoid self-

righteousness and hypocrisy. 

Consider the words of Paul to Timothy… 

2 Timothy 4:3–5  
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For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having 

itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own 

passions,  

and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths.  

As for you, always be sober-minded, endure suffering, do the work of an 

evangelist, fulfill your ministry. 

➢ Opposition to Jesus did not end when they persuaded Pilate to crucify him. 

➢ Opposition did not end when they paid off the Roman guard from Jesus’ 

tomb to spread lies about the disciples stealing his body. 

➢ Opposition to Jesus did not end when they arrested and beat the disciples 

or  

➢ When they stoned Stephen to death or 

➢ When they sent Saul of Tarsus after Christians to imprison and kill them. 

➢ Opposition to Jesus did not stop with Nero and the other Roman emperors 

who sought to exterminate Christianity. 

➢ Opposition to Jesus did not stop with the barbarians or the Vikings. 

➢ Opposition to Jesus did not stop when the church itself was taken captive 

by men seeking power and wealth. 

➢ Opposition did not stop with the persecutions of the 20th century during 

which more people died for their faith in Jesus than all the rest of history 

combined. 

➢ Opposition continues today with persecution of Christians worldwide and 

in western culture where the enemies of God push their godless faith on 

everyone! 
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What we need to remember is that IT IS WRITTEN! 

1 Corinthians 1:18–19  

For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing,  

but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written, “I will 

destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will 

thwart.” 

God’s word, God’s truth will prevail! 

Philippians 2:10–11  

At the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under 

the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 

the Father. 

 


