Matthew 23:1-13  
Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples,  2 "The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat;  3 therefore, do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for they do not practice what they teach.  4 They 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.  5 They do all their deeds to be seen by others; for they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long.  6 They love to have the place of honor at banquets and the best seats in the synagogues,  7 and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, and to have people call them rabbi.  8 But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all students.  9 And call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father-- the one in heaven.  10 Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one instructor, the Messiah.  11 The greatest among you will be your servant.  12 All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.  13 "But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you lock people out of the kingdom of heaven. For you do not go in yourselves, and when others are going in, you stop them.

Fences
	I want to begin this afternoon by asking you a few questions. What is your greatest religious duty? What is a great sin, in your mind? Now, let me ask you another question. Why do you do these duties? Why do you think this sin is greater than another sin?
	I ask all of these questions not to create problems in your heart. It is right and good to pray, to come to church, to be kind, to be forgiving, to not steal or kill. In fact, this is exactly what God's Law, as revealed in the Scriptures, commands us to do. Even in Jesus' confrontation with the Pharisees that we read for today, Jesus commands us to obey, to listen to what the Pharisees teach. Elsewhere, Jesus would also say that not one "yod", not on stroke of the Law, not one little bit of God's commands would pass away while heaven and earth exist. 
	Yet, there is still a problem that Jesus wants to talk about. He does it in a variety of ways. What Jesus wants to talk about is the problem with the Law. The problem with the Law is that if you just stop with the letters on the page, you stop yourself from fully understanding what God requires of us. If you read every letter of every word of God's commands and just leave it there and go no further, your faith in God is incomplete. This is exactly what the apostle Paul mean when he writes: "For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life." (2 Corinthians 3:6). 
	And what is even worse is to turn around and use those letters to exclude others. The thing that Jesus condemns the Pharisees for is not teaching the Law, but using the Law as a weapon, and something to keep others out. Jesus says this exactly in verse 13 when he says the Pharisees lock people out of the kingdom of heaven.
	You see, locking people out of God's love and God's grace is rather easy for God's people. We start with the letter of the Law, we often start with the words of Scripture, we often pluck out a quote here or there, and we just stop. We take that quote or that command and we use it as an excuse to separate ourselves from others. Even within the church, we take that scrap and we form theological ideas about it, and we even use this scrap to separate the body of Christ. Because of our scraps of the Law, our scraps of the letter, we war among ourselves about who is right, who is wrong, who is truly saved, who is just kidding themselves.
	Instead of allowing the Law of God to be a corrective and a call to repentance and new life in God; instead of allowing God's grace to be extended to great sinners; instead of using God's Good News to remind us that we are all fallen and unrighteous before God, but God loves us anyway; instead of allowing God's grace to turn us into servants that seek to help others with God's love, we stop with the quote, the little scrap of the Law, and we use that scrap to build fences to keep other people out.
	This is exactly what the Pharisees were guilty of. They weren't guilty of being Jews. You often hear people speak badly about Jews, that somehow they are legalistic, or too concerned with rules. This is false. Jesus was a Jew. The Pharisees aren't guilty of being Jews, they were guilty of taking their faith and the Law of God and using it to build the fences I have been talking about.
	In fact, it was the Pharisees who created something called the Talmud. Now, the Talmud is wonderful and full of wonderful insights and thoughts about God. However, the Pharisees began to use it as a literal "fence." In fact, this is what they referred to the Talmud as- it was a "fence" around the Law. The purpose of the fence was to keep others out, to keep unclean Gentiles away, to separate faithful Jews from everyone else.
	For example, by Jesus' days, the Pharisees in the Talmud had mapped out over 600 central commandments every faithful Jew had to keep. Then there were applications of those commands, questions about how to perform those commands, and there are literally thousands of them. Among these thousands of applications were things like the rule that tailors, or people who made clothes, could not carry a needle with them even on the afternoon before the Sabbath so that they would not forget about the needle and have it in their pocket on the Sabbath. Another example is that people couldn't walk much more than a kilometer on the Sabbath, or they would be guilty of working. Modern examples of such interpretations involve things like: am I working on the Sabbath if I unwrap a chocolate bar? Am I working on the Sabbath if I open a can of soup with a can opener? To apply this to our Christian tradition, it is just like when people start talking about whether you can spend money on Sunday.
	Now, the problem with this isn't honoring the Sabbath. The problem with this isn't God's law or the desire honor God on the Sabbath and give creation a rest. The problem is that when you build a fence to keep others out so you remain unstained by the world around you, it turns out that fence you are building becomes really small. It turns out that those walls you are putting up to make sure you are really religious and really faithful and really holy, the measuring stick that you make for yourself; it turns out that those walls become barriers and that measuring stick becomes a whip.
	What about poor people who have no wealth and have to walk more than a kilometer on the Sabbath? What about the working poor who have to work right up until the Sabbath or they will not make enough money to eat? What about the poor who don't have time to prepare their food before the Sabbath, so they have to work just to make themselves something to eat? What about a poor sister in Christ that I know that often has to work on Sunday because her boss makes her, and she can't come to church?
	Now again, this is not the entire Talmud, so let's be clear. In the Talmud, there are things that we as Christians can learn from. Yet, this is not the point. The point is that when these interpretations of the Law treat everyone else like they have some horrible contagious disease that somehow we do not have. This is the sin that Jesus condemns.
	But let's get honest for a moment, and this is where it is going to hit home for us. The honest truth is that this tendency of the Pharisees is alive and well in Christian churches. Even in the body of Christ, we like to put up those walls and pull out those measuring sticks. Even in the body of Christ we like to talk about others, judge others, use our reading and interpretation of Scripture to point a finger at fellow believers. I'm a Baptist. He's a Presbyterian. Oh, Catholics, are they really even Christians? Oh, my, brother so-and-so's prayers are so loud and intense, he must be holy. Oh, sister so-and-so didn't even pray before dinner, how unholy!
	I hear it all the time, and sometimes I'm guilty of it. In our piety, in our pursuit of holiness, how easy it is to fall into the trap of fences. How easy it is to use what we believe and our church attendance to show we're really faithful and deep Christians- how often we use these things as a way to keep others out and boast about ourselves. We began today by asking what the greatest sin is. The answer: the first, the greatest, the primordial sin we commit is the sin of religion. We are all guilty.
	Yet, there is good news for us today, even in our sin. Jesus shares it with us. Jesus says: "Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one instructor, the Messiah.  11 The greatest among you will be your servant.  12 All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted."
	The good news is that we can repent of religion. The good news is that we can turn from our wicked ways and be humbled before God. The good news is that it doesn't matter if you work hard, or if you are diligent, or if you try your best. The good news is that it doesn't matter if people can hear you praying a kilometer away. The good news is that even if you struggle with your faith, it's not your faithfulness that matters. The good news is that you are children of the living God, and we are holy, righteous before God because we have one instructor, one master, the Messiah.
	Remember that next time you feel religion creep up in your heart. Remember that, and I will try to as well- remember that when you pull the measuring stick of the law out. Let us remember that we are redeemed, we have new life because only one was faithful, and that was Christ Jesus. Remember that while he was our master, our instructor, he became our slave. Remember that Jesus never adopted the sin of religion; instead, he came to seek and save the lost.
