
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2012 Nathaniel R. Carter 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

The Hammer of God 

 

No. 65 Matthew 23:1-39 October 14, 2012 

Series: Matthew  Nathan Carter 

 

Text 
Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: 2 "The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in 

Moses' seat. 3 So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they 

do not practice what they preach. 4 They tie up heavy loads and put them on men's shoulders, but they 

themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. 5 "Everything they do is done for men to see: They 

make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on their garments long; 6 they love the place of honor at 

banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; 7 they love to be greeted in the marketplaces and 

to have men call them 'Rabbi.' 8 "But you are not to be called 'Rabbi,' for you have only one Master and 

you are all brothers. 9 And do not call anyone on earth 'father,' for you have one Father, and he is in 

heaven. 10 Nor are you to be called 'teacher,' for you have one Teacher, the Christ. 11 The greatest among 

you will be your servant. 12 For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will 

be exalted. 13 "Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of 

heaven in men's faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to. 14  15 

"Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a 

single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are. 16 "Woe to 

you, blind guides! You say, 'If anyone swears by the temple, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the 

gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.' 17 You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple 

that makes the gold sacred? 18 You also say, 'If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but if anyone 

swears by the gift on it, he is bound by his oath.' 19 You blind men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar 

that makes the gift sacred? 20 Therefore, he who swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 

21 And he who swears by the temple swears by it and by the one who dwells in it. 22 And he who swears by 

heaven swears by God's throne and by the one who sits on it. 23 "Woe to you, teachers of the law and 

Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices-- mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected 

the more important matters of the law-- justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the 

latter, without neglecting the former. 24 You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel. 25 

"Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, 

but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. 26 Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup 

and dish, and then the outside also will be clean. 27 "Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you 

hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full 

of dead men's bones and everything unclean. 28 In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as 

righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness. 29 "Woe to you, teachers of the law 

and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous. 

30 And you say, 'If we had lived in the days of our forefathers, we would not have taken part with them in 

shedding the blood of the prophets.' 31 So you testify against yourselves that you are the descendants of 

those who murdered the prophets. 32 Fill up, then, the measure of the sin of your forefathers! 33 "You 

snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell? 34 Therefore I am sending you 

prophets and wise men and teachers. Some of them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your 

synagogues and pursue from town to town. 35 And so upon you will come all the righteous blood that has 

been shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah son of Berekiah, whom you 

murdered between the temple and the altar. 36 I tell you the truth, all this will come upon this generation. 
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37 "O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed 

to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing. 38 

Look, your house is left to you desolate. 39 For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, 'Blessed 

is he who comes in the name of the Lord.'" 

 

Introduction 
 There’s more than one way to say, “Get lost!” to God.  Listen: there is a God, a 

reason behind this reality we find ourselves in.  Everybody knows that.  Everybody 

knows that (cf. Rom. 1:18ff).  Every single person born into this world knows at some 

level the one true God and they resent him and they want to set themselves up as their 

own god.  And this takes a myriad of different forms. 

The atheist says, “Get lost!” to God by trying to wish away his existence.  You 

know the two most basic tenets of atheism, don’t you?  (1) There is no God; and (2) I 

hate him. 

The hedonist who wants to live for his or her own immediate pleasure says, “Get 

lost!” to God by trying to take over control of his or her life – “Nobody’s going to tell me 

what I can and cannot do with my own body, my own money, my own life.” 

The spiritualist says, “Get lost!” to God by going deep within him or herself to 

find an inner light to worship instead. 

The relativist says, “Get lost!” to God by trying to push him aside and start re-

writing the standards with audacity of an absolutist. 

The secularist says, “Get lost!” to God by trying to contain him in the small little 

box of private, personal values instead of public, total truth. 

The intellectualist says, “Get lost!” to God by trying to bury him underneath all 

kinds of speculation and/or standing above him and evaluating him – foolishly attempting 

to put God on a slide to inspect under a microscope. 

These are just some of the ways that people say, “Get lost!” to the God who made 

them, who grants them every breath of life, and to whom they owe their glad devotion 

and humble adoration.  And saying, “Get lost!” to God deserves and will receive God’s 

judgment.  This is a moral universe.  Cosmic treason will not go unpunished.  “The wrath 

of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men 

who suppress the truth by their wickedness” (Rom. 1:18).  It is revealed in God’s just 

determination to turn people over, to let them go, to let them pursue their own life 

thinking that they’ve liberated themselves from the constraints of God only to be deluded 

into a succumbing to a greater slavery. 

This is how the vast, vast, vast majority of the human race has lived and is living.  

And I’m praying today that if that’s been you, that the Holy Spirit will open your eyes to 

see the darkness of your soul and the light of Christ.  But the text we’re looking at today 

doesn’t take aim at you.  Jesus’ guns are not set on the irreligious, the pagans.  Jesus 

wasn’t a preacher of judgment upon the atheists, hedonists, spiritualists, relativists, 

secularists, intellectualists of his day.  When he engaged with those types he was subtly 

provocative.  In fact, we see many of them – the heathens, the proverbial “sinners and tax 

collectors” – actually being awakened to their sin by Jesus’ presence and broken and 

drawn to him and his grace.  And with those who are sensitive in conscience and weighed 

down Jesus was extremely gentle – “a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering 

wick he will not snuff out” (12:20). 
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So no, Jesus wasn’t caustic with everyone.  But we see today that he does load his 

cannons with the best powder and fire away at the religious.  In fact, in all the Gospels we 

see that Jesus reserves his harshest words, he only raises his voice in condemnation for 

the moralists – people like the Pharisees.  And boy does he ever rip into them.  You see 

there’s another way to say, “Get lost!” to God and it’s the most sinister.  It is to fully 

recognize that God is there, it is to believe and defend all the right things about God, but 

to think that you’re not sinful through and through and that God must be thrilled to have 

someone like you on his side.  That is the clearest example of how sinful we are through 

and through – to think that we are somehow good enough on our own to stand next to 

God.  It looks like righteousness, but it is pure wickedness.  And Jesus simply unloads his 

heaviest artillery on the self-righteous.  And that’s what we see today. 

Are you self-righteous?  When is the last time you’ve been convicted?  When is 

the last time you’ve been undone by God’s holiness.  Can you remember the last time 

you’ve felt the utter hopelessness of ever being good enough on your own?  Do you feel 

like you do a pretty good job of keeping the rules?  Do you feel like you have a gift of 

discernment to see clearly the problems with other people? 

Another way to put: everybody finds an identity somewhere/somehow.  Identity is 

the big word nowadays in politics and culture.  People define themselves, find their 

identity in one of the isms just mentioned.  People find their identity in their particular 

sin-orientation, their desired means of avoiding God.  And that is mostly just sad. 

But what makes Jesus mad, is when people find their identity in their religious 

performance.  The Bible describes and beckons us into a new identity in Christ.  That’s 

what it’s aimed at.  And if you’ve constructed an identity around yourself that is in any 

way your Christian virtue, your theological precision, your evangelical ability, your own 

self-willed holiness, then Jesus is going to drop a bomb on it today, not so that you will 

fortify and hunker down and build reinforcements, but so that you will be utterly 

devastated by the shock and awe and flushed out of your flimsy hut running with the 

white flag up to Jesus, who longs to gather you under his wings like a mother hen with 

her chicks. 

 

The LORD will roar from Zion and thunder from Jerusalem; 

the earth and the sky will tremble. 

But the LORD will be a refuge for his people, 

a stronghold for the people of Israel. – Joel 3:16 

 

 In short, as we look at this devastating diatribe against the Pharisees from Jesus 

today what we are supposed to experience is just this: Woe to me, for I am ruined; but 

praise to Jesus for I am redeemed! 
 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Pharisees 
 I really don’t want to be an angry-sounding preacher who rants.  When I do that 

most of the time that comes from the Pharisee within me.  But I also realize that I must 

preach the text and that involves also preaching the mood of the text and this section of 
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Scripture is kind of biting.  So for a bit here this is going to get kind of stingy.  Try to see 

past me and let the Spirit of God who inspired these words speak to you. 

 “Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: ‘The teachers of the law and 

the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat.  So you must obey them and do everything they tell you” 

(vv. 1-3a).  Remember the context of where we find this?  Jesus has just been approached 

by an expert in the law who was a Pharisee.  Jesus was given a question about the law – 

“What is the greatest commandment?”  And Jesus went above and beyond in his answer 

– “The first is love God with all your heart, soul, and mind.  The second is love your 

neighbor as yourself.”  This was a perfect summary of God’s law found in the OT.  The 

expert in the law is pleased with the answer.  He agrees.  He’s happy to find that Jesus 

understands and upholds the law (because he was suspicious). 

But then Jesus turns and asks a question of the Pharisees that shows that though 

they get it, they really don’t get it.  They actually think that they are keeping the law and 

now if they could just find a new David to come and get rid of the Gentiles and all 

lawless ones and set up a kingdom with them as faithful loyal subjects, they’d be set.  

Jesus says, “You need a bigger Savior than you think.  You have not loved God with all 

your being.  You have not truly loved other people.”  He shows them that the Messiah 

has to be someone way bigger than a mere son of David.  They need a cosmic, divine 

Savior that can rescue them not from the Romans but from their sin. 

So yeah, the Pharisees were the ones who were by and large right about what God 

had revealed concerning his will.  They held the Scriptures in high regard.  They were 

orthodox in a sense.  They taught that God’s law could not be relaxed or skimped on, 

which is true.  So Jesus says, “You must obey them and do everything they tell you.  But 

do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach” (v. 3).  As one person 

has said, “One who studies Pharisaic ethics will find them generally comparable with 

Jesus’ teachings; it is the human heart, rather than an ethical system, that Jesus here 

confronts.”
1
  The Pharisees uphold the law in theory, and that’s right, but don’t think for 

a minute that they really do it.  And don’t think for a minute that you ever have or could 

do it. 

It’s like conservative Bible believing people today who are, by and large, right on 

the moral declarations that they make, but they are wrong in the attitude they make them 

with.  They’re proud and loveless.  We must agree with their positions (where they’re 

biblical), but not seek to emulate their practice.  And how many famous ‘evangelical’ 

preachers have pounded the pulpit vehemently about some sin only for it to be found out 

later that they are secretly indulging in that very sin?  It’s a scenario all too common. 

The Pharisees, Jesus said, “tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, 

but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them” (v. 4).  They just told 

people all that they had to do, but gave them no power to actually do it.  This is how the 

law works: it just gives us obligation, but it contains no power in itself to produce real 

results.  “Do this, don’t do that, try harder, stop it, be more   …” while they all 

may be true expectations they can’t really produce genuinely changed behavior in people.  

And the usually, over the long-haul, can tend to make most people feel overwhelmed and 

hopeless. 

But how often is this how you give people counsel?  Someone, perhaps, who 

struggles with a slightly different thing than you do… you feel like by your own will 
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power you can avoid those traps and you simply give them advice of things to do to 

change.  And that’s it.  It’s not really help. 

Verse 5.  This is big.  “Everything they do is done for men to see…”  Jesus says 

that and then lists a couple ways that the Pharisees drew attention to their law-keeping.  It 

just shows that they were really using obedience as a way of bolstering their own image.  

It wasn’t done out of love for God and neighbor, but love for their own reputation.  This 

is so tangled up in us, isn’t it?  A recent book came out entitled Embracing Obscurity and 

the author is ‘Anonymous’, yet in the opening pages he confesses to fantasies of being 

outed sometime so he can finally get the recognition he deserves for his humility.  When 

have you ever done something good, sent an encouraging email, served a person in need, 

abstained from a sinful pleasure without at least some thought of how you looked to other 

people?  We are always looking at ourselves to see how we appear. 

Jesus goes on describing these Pharisees – “They love the place of honor” (v. 6a).  

They loved titles.  They loved to be in a place of authority.  They really just used religion 

to gain status.  Some people can make a lot of money, some have a way with the opposite 

sex, and some are just really good at using the religious system to get ahead.  It’s all the 

same.  The Pharisees were not concerned about God’s glory, but their own, and they 

would step on people to get it.  This has a lot to say to me who can do ministry to make a 

name for myself, “preaching of Christ, not that… people may know him, but that they 

may think [I] know much of him.”
2
  But it’s also the same thing you do when you jump 

through religious hoops to get ahead, to gain favor with your parents, your peers, your 

pastors; when you get too much joy out of being useful in ministry or labeled as one of 

the more mature members of the church. 

Verses 11 and 12 get at the crux of the matter – pride.  Jesus reminds the crowds 

and his disciples, “The greatest among you will be your servant.  For whoever exalts 

himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”  The Pharisees 

were about exalting themselves, bolstering their record, gaining recognition, securing 

their status.  Jesus said what’s really needed is humility, which one person has explained 

as not thinking less of yourself, but thinking of yourself less.  And that frees you to love.  

But the Pharisees were self-absorbed and that leads to ruin. 

Now Jesus has said similar things about the Pharisees before (cf. 15:7-9; 16:5ff), 

but nothing like what he is about to let loose.  The Pharisees and the teachers of the law 

have continued to oppose Jesus all throughout his ministry and so starting in v. 13 we see 

him pronounce woes upon them.  The OT prophet Habbakuk did something similar in 

Habakkuk ch. 2 with five woes against the Babylonians.  Isaiah pronounced six woes 

against the Israelites in Isaiah ch. 5.  But here Jesus pronounces seven woes/judgments 

(the opposite of beatitudes/blessings) against the self-secure religious zealots of his day.  

Are you ready for this? 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  [A hypocrite is 

someone who’s interior life does not match up with the exterior persona they seek to 

promote]  You shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces.  You yourselves do not enter, 

nor will you let those enter who are trying to” (vv. 13-14).  The Pharisees hated Jesus.  

They hated other people coming to Jesus.  Today it’s possible to be, by all appearances, a 

moral, upright, virtuous Jesus-fish bumper sticker person and really hate the real Jesus, 

completely miss the kingdom if your goodness is what you trust in for your salvation.  

And to simply preach morality and seek to make people or society better, but not preach 
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Christ is the epitome of hatred… of God and of people.  It’s shutting the door of heaven 

in people’s faces. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You travel over 

land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as 

much a son of hell as you are” (v. 15).  These Pharisees were probably just converting 

Jews to Pharisaism.  But whatever the case, what they were converting people to was 

worthless.  Not all proselytizing is evangelism!!!!  Every religion wants to prove to you 

that they are right and convert you to their side.  It can be a game, another way to justify 

yourself, a power play.  And I’m afraid often times Christians do the same thing.  What 

are we winning them to, just an improved life, a spiritual experience?  And even if we do 

share the gospel, what are our motives?  To get a trophy?  To win an argument?  To 

prove to ourselves that we are right?  To prove to others that we are doing what we’re 

supposed to?  Our evangelism is so rare, first off; and then most people who try to do it 

aren’t really sharing the gospel; and when we do do it it’s driven by all kinds of twisted 

motives. 

The next woe in vv. 16-22 is just exposing the way the Pharisees created all kinds 

of extra categories and rules that allowed them loopholes to avoid simple obedience 

while still looking holy.  Then it was distinctions about what kind of oath was binding.  

Today it is ways we can maintain the label of pro-life while piling all kinds of caveats on 

it with regard to abortion or excuses for torture or positions on immigration or the way 

we treat the aged. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You give a tenth 

of your spices – mint, dill and cumin.  But you have neglected the more important matters 

of the law – justice, mercy and faithfulness.  You should have practiced the latter, without 

neglecting the former.  You blind guides!  You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel” 

(vv. 23-24).  They were meticulous to ensure that one out of every ten dill leaves were 

counted out and given to the Lord, but they were calloused to the inequalities and 

suffering around them.  Okay, so you tithe your Discover Cashback bonus award, but do 

you really care, I mean really care about the economic injustices in our neighborhood?  

Do you show mercy to those less fortunate and practice long-term faithfulness or are you 

in the city for the cool parts and then out of it for the next thing once school is over or 

you have kids?  I’m mean, c’mon… really, let’s be honest.  And you feel good because 

you tithe regularly. 

Straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel is a graphic way of describing 

majoring on minors and minoring on majors.  Like when you get all worked up about fine 

point distinctions of eschatology, but miss the big point of the gospel!  Or when you 

spend so much time defining the gospel that you never share it or turn your theological 

fine tuning into another work for which to feel proud. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You clean the 

outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence” (v. 25).  

Pharisees were all concerned about ritual purity and scrupulously washed their dishes (cf. 

Mk. 7:4).  It’s like the family who works really hard to get everyone cleaned up and 

dressed in coordinating clothes for a family picture to put on their Christmas letter, to 

show the world their great family values, but in the process of getting ready for the 

picture the wife is nagging at the husband and the dad is snapping at the kids.  This kind 

of focus on the external shows up in church cultures where people are really just 
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concerned about behavior modification.  We don’t go into the heart, we just want you to 

show up, do the right stuff, and avoid the bad stuff.  That’s all we really care about. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You are like 

whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead 

men’s bones and everything unclean.  In the same way, on the outside you appear to 

people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness” (vv. 27-

28).  Whoa.  This was a major slap in the face to people who were so obsessed with ritual 

purity.  Grave sites weren’t always grouped together in a cemetery then.  It could be by 

itself out in the middle of a lawn.  One month before Passover, on the 15
th

 of Adar, these 

tombs were whitewashed so that they would be especially visible and pilgrims traveling 

to town for the feast wouldn’t fail to see it and bump into it and be defiled.  Jesus sees all 

these bright, shining monuments that look from a distance to be regal, but inside are 

putrid and unclean and says this is a perfect illustration of the Pharisees. 

Do you see a theme here?  Deep inside, no matter how hard you try to clean 

yourself up, there is vile yuckiness, a corrupt nature, a stinky cesspool, an incessant idol 

factory that may dethrone booze and sex and put in its place sobriety and self-control.  

But it’s still idolatry.  It’s still reprehensible. 

The next and final woe points out the irony that the Pharisees honor the prophets 

of old and say that if they were alive they would not have persecuted them, yet at this 

moment they are scheming how to kill off Jesus.  Do you think that if you had been a Jew 

in AD 30 you would have been right on board with Jesus?? 

Then Jesus calls them names – “You snakes!  You brood of vipers!  How will you 

escape being condemned to hell?”  That’s a great question.  How will you escape being 

condemned to hell?  Huh?  Hell?  That’s extreme?  That’s for other people.  I’m not that 

bad?  I don’t have to worry about that?  Yes you do.  Every single person should be 

worried about hell and think about it for a good bit.  Even the most religious, the most 

righteous, the theologically correct, the moral, law-keeping people of Jesus’ day was 

going to hell.  What makes you think you will escape?  You’ve done enough good?  

Really?  You’re not bad?  Really?  Really!?  You’ve loved God with every single ounce 

of your being every single moment of the day and loved other people entirely and 

completely?  Really!?!  Jesus is saying you can never look at porn, never get drunk in 

your entire life, work hard, give faithfully, go to church every Sunday, even be a leader 

and you’re still bound for hell, because underneath it all is a mass of corruption, a self-

obsession, a lack of love, a conceitedness. 

 

Jesus 

 Jesus is speaking very seriously here about judgment.  He is essentially 

pronouncing judgment on these self-assured Pharisees and teachers of the law.  But 

there’s also mercy in this.  Do you see it?  Many of these Pharisees are so hardened that 

they will crucify Jesus and they will kill and flog future generations of Christians like 

Stephen.  And eventually final judgment will come upon them.  But Jesus is, though 

using a harsh tone, tender hearted.  He is imploring still.  He is promising to send more 

prophets and teachers.  And he reveals his heart in v. 37 and it is marvelous – “O 

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I 

have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, 

but you were not willing.”  This is truth with tears.  If people are damned it is because of 
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their own willing.  But Jesus is offering himself as a shelter, a refuge, a haven from 

judgment.  It’s a beautiful picture, isn’t it? 

 Jesus has been thundering like the storm.  He is bombarding these Pharisees and 

teachers of the law with the heaviest mortars of God’s law in an attempt to break down 

the walls of sin.  He is loading his gun with the best powder and aiming at unrepentance.  

But it is out of love.  It is to dislodge their pride, to decimate their own pathetic edifices 

of righteousness they hide behind, to bring them to conviction and cause them to turn 

away from themselves, to stop seeking to justify themselves by their own record of 

obedience, to cease being “confident of their own righteousness” (cf. Lk. 18:9ff!).  And 

the smoke of the bombs is thick, but the sunshine of the gospel does not fail to shine 

through the clouds even here.
3
  There is a call to come to Christ. 

 One person has noted that “Jesus’ longing can only belong to Israel’s Savior, not 

to one of her prophets.”
4
  Jesus is not just a mere Son of David, he is David’s Lord.  And 

he’s not just another martyred prophet in a long succession.  Think of Isaiah.  Right after 

he had pronounced six woes in Isaiah ch. 5 he has that devastating vision of God’s glory 

and holiness in ch. 6 and then pronounces his seventh woe on himself – “Woe to me!...  I 

am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, 

and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty” (Is. 6:5).  Even the greatest of the 

prophets were themselves vile sinners before the holiness of God.  But not Jesus.  He was 

an absolutely perfect man… and he was God himself.  In other words he was a Savior.  

He is a Savior.  Sinners can flee to him and be saved. 

 But Jesus does receive a woe, God’s curse, the judgment and wrath for sin… on 

the cross.  But it is not for himself.  It is for all who would believe in him, all who would 

find refuge in him.  Do you believe that you deserved God’s wrath and judgment?  Then 

what was the cross?  The cross shows the gravity of this all.  You deserve judgment!  But 

the cross also shows the graciousness of God.  Jesus absorbed the wrath of God in the 

place of sinners!  Flee there.  Come under the shelter of his wings. 

 By far the best book I read this summer was a novel called The Hammer of God.  

It was written in the middle of the twentieth century by a Swedish pastor.  It’s three 

stories of new pastors who come to the same small town church in roughly 1800, 1880, 

and 1930 and in each case through a series of events come to finally understand what the 

gospel is all about.  A consistent theme is that they all go through a phase where they get 

religion, they become serious about keeping the law, but God in his mercy prevents them 

from becoming settled Pharisees and eventually breaks them with the hammer blows of 

the law so that they find their hope in Jesus only.  It’s good literature and fabulous 

theology! 

 Here is a quote from the book that illustrates well what we are to get from Mt. 23: 

 

 “To begin with, this struggle against sin is pure joy to the 

awakened soul.  It is as when a home owner begins to clear the land 

around his new house.  The stones fly and the spade digs happily.  But 

when a person is at work on the field of his heart, he gradually makes the 

dismaying discovery that there are more stones the deeper he gets.  He 

keeps discovering new sins right along, and they become more difficult to 

move the more deeply they are intrenched in his inner life.  One might 

possibly break with drinking and profanity and desecration of the Sabbath 
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in a single evening.  But pride, that desire to talk about oneself, or to find 

fault with others are likely to remain still after many months of penitential 

struggle. 

 “Then one day, when a man is battling sin and is trying to clear the 

stones from the heart’s field, sweating at the task yet hoping finally to get 

rid of the last ones so that he may really see the garden grow, his spade 

strikes solid rock.  He digs and scrapes on every side; he tries again and 

again to budge the rock.  Then the terrible realization dawns: It is stony 

ground through and through.  When he has hauled away load after load of 

stone and dumped them outside the fence, he still has not succeeded in 

making a garden that can begin to bear fruit for God.  He has laid bare a 

ledge of granite, which never can support a living, fruit-bearing tree. 

 “This is the rock foundation we know as the sinful corruption of 

our human nature, the sinful depravity that remains even after a man has 

separated himself from all his conscious sins.  It is this stony ground that 

explains why a man is just as great a sinner before God after he has 

offered God the best he is able to give of obedience and commitment. 

 “Standing on this rock foundation of sinful corruption, a man has 

three possible choices.  He may depart from God in unbelief as Judas did.  

That road leads to death.  He can make a show of clearing away the 

stones, as the Pharisees did.  The stones that are visible to men may then 

be put away.  One becomes temperate, honest, industrious.  One may take 

a bit of this soil of self-righteousness and plant therein such flowers as will 

be a sweet fragrance to one’s own nostrils, such as kindness, helpfulness, 

support of missions, zealous activity for kingdom causes, witnessing, and 

preaching, or perhaps an extreme abstinence in respect to food and drink.  

And then one walks among these flowers and considers that the work is 

completed.  But in the sight of God, the rock foundation remains, and on 

Judgment Day the flowers have long since withered. 

 “The most dangerous of all temptations is to tamper with the 

yardstick….  They use a tapeline that is like a rubber [b]and.  It is called 

one’s feelings, one’s conscience, or one’s own perception of God’s will.  

These can all be stretched or pressed together, consciously or 

unconsciously, so that they fit most anything…. 

 “Only he who acknowledges God’s Word without objecting to it or 

seeking to reduce it, and who accepts it wholly as God’s Word, gets down 

to the rock foundation of the heart and discovers the law of sin that dwells 

in his members.  Only such a one understands that he needs not only 

repentance, but salvation.  But when he understands that, if he is to be 

saved at all, he must be saved by grace, that is a work of God.  It was to 

that place he wanted to lead the soul, when he laid bare the rock 

foundation….” 

“The whole sinful rock of man’s natural heart [must be] lifted and 

made to rest on the Rock of Atonement.  It still remains flinty rock.  Man, 

as he is in himself, remains a sinner.  But the guilt is atoned for, the curse 

is lifted, and he can come confidently as a child into the presence of God 
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and, thankful for the wonder of redemption, begin to live to the Savior’s 

glory.  Then the fruits of faith begin to appear.  A fertile soil now covers 

the rocky base.  Gradually something begins to grow that would never 

grow there before.”
5
 

 

Us 
 This is how it must be with us.  We must place our faith in Jesus only, not our 

works, not Jesus and our works, not even our Jesus empowered works, but on Jesus only.  

His blood and righteousness.  Now, will such an outlook make one morbidly 

introspective?  Isn’t it psychologically damaging?  Wouldn’t it lead to constant sorrow?  

Quite the contrary!  It leads to joy!  Which NT book is just dripping with joy?  

Philippians (read it for yourself).  What stands at the center of that book?  Paul, a former 

Pharisee, recounting how through the gospel he now puts “no confidence in the flesh” 

(Ph. 3:3). 

 Putting our confidence completely on Christ and his work, his love changes us, 

gradually, little by little, from the inside out.  I skipped over v. 26 where Jesus says – 

“First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside also will be clean.”  

What’s he talking about here?  Very briefly, he is talking about true holiness.  When we 

think of holiness we tend to think of a Pharisee and we’re turned off by it.  But true 

holiness is really appealing.  C.S. Lewis once wrote in a letter – “How little people know 

who think that holiness is dull.  When one meets the real thing it is irresistible.” 

The real thing is exhibited in someone who is contagiously joyful.  It’s someone 

who is confident, but not cocky.  It’s patient.  It’s not judgmental.  It’s not fearful.  It’s 

truly humble.  In Mere Christianity Lewis described genuinely humble persons as those 

that if you met them you wouldn’t go away thinking that they were humble.  They 

wouldn’t be putting themselves down (because a person who keeps saying they are a 

nobody is actually a self-obsessed person).
6
  No you would walk away feeling truly 

listened to.  The truly humble person would be interested in you, because they weren’t 

concerned with themselves – how they were perceived, etc… 

These people don’t break the rules with impunity.  They seek to keep the outward 

regulations – they aren’t sleeping around or sleeping in on Sundays, but they do it with 

joy, in a way that is attractive, without neglecting the weightier matters like love. 

And all this simply has to be gospel-induced, not self-produced.  It’s something 

that happens when the very core of that person is shored up by standing wholeheartedly 

on Christ’s righteousness and putting no stock, zero in themselves or their own 

performance. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Your judgment was meted out on Christ on the cross – his body broken, his blood 

shed for you.  He wants you to take, eat, and drink in remembrance of him. 

 

Benediction 
May you be able to say woe to me, for I am ruined; but praise to Jesus for I am 

redeemed!  And may this realization fill you with joy and true, gospel-humility and 

holiness. 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 14, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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