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It doesn’t happen very often, but as a professor, I sometimes encounter a student who thinks 
they don’t actually need me or my class. They don’t say that, of course. They never utter those 
words – at least they haven’t yet. But I can tell when that student arrives in my class. It’s not 
that they don’t want to be there. Well ahead of the first assignment to be turned in, I know that 
they think that they they have everything figured out. Their disposition tells me loud and clear 
that we are in for a long semester. I know that all my best efforts will be met with resistance. I 
know that my comments on assignments will be all for naught. It’s frustrating. 
 
But I think that a worse problem emerges when I think that I have it all figured out. It’s a worse 
problem when I walk into the room thinking that I have nothing to learn from my students. It 
happens, probably more often than I care to admit. It’s worse because when that happens, I 
break the community spirit of curiosity and mutual learning. It’s worse because it’s then that I 
put myself on a pedestal, high and above others, who seem to have nothing to offer me. It’s 
then that I dismiss the wisdom already in the room, because I’m all too ready to show off my 
own knowledge. My degrees and fancy robe can get in the way. It’s then that the classroom 
becomes more about me and my title and my ego and my control and less about the beautiful 
exchange of learning and the value that each student in the room brings. 
 
Our text for today paints a picture of religious leaders who have let their own leadership status 
get the best of them. In Matthew chapter 23, Matthew gives us a window into Jesus’ righteous 
fire – a fire stirred up by the Pharisees and scribes. By this time in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus has 
achieved notoriety and has stirred up more than a little controversy. This has been a long saga, 
going all the way back to chapter 3, and this is the culmination of Jesus’ interaction with 
religious leaders. At this point, Jesus has triumphally entered Jerusalem and has just spent a 
long time answering questions from the religious leaders, the elders, the Sadducees, Pharisees, 
and scribes. The Pharisees and scribes, the chief priests and the elders, and the Sadducees have 
all played a part in the ongoing conflict with Jesus. He has answered every question and has 
avoided every trap. And Matthew tells us immediately before our text begins that no one dares 
to ask him any more questions. So in the opening verses of chapter 23, Jesus turns to address 
the crowds and his disciples, beginning a scathing, chapter-long critique of the scribes and the 
Pharisees. He does not hold back. 
 
We don’t have all the facts about the group called the Pharisees. They seem to have been 
chiefly concerned about preserving and establishing Jewish identity after the exile, and later 
during the Roman occupation of Israel in Jesus’ time, and after the Temple destruction about 40 
years after Jesus’ death. They were known as scrupulous interpreters of the Jewish law and may 
even be precursors to the rabbinic tradition. In other words, they were concerned about 
faithfully setting apart the people of God in a chaotic and violent world…a world filled with 
uncertainty about God’s presence and protection. The Jewish historian Josephus paints the 



Pharisees in a positive light, as lenient and well-liked. It’s important to know that. There’s more 
to this picture than just what’s in front of us. Matthew paints a picture of Jesus criticizing the 
religious practices of some Pharisees, a small group of a small group to begin with, not of 
Judaism as a whole, and not even all the Pharisees. These so-called leaders become the perfect 
narrative foil to Jesus’ vision of the kingdom of God. 
 
Even if the picture we get doesn’t quite represent the full truth about the Pharisees and scribes, 
the picture we do get is of a people who are chiefly concerned about sitting in seats of power 
and prestige, about their distinguished religious leadership, about the appearance of piety 
rather than the actual performance of it, and about everyone else honoring the status owed to 
them.                                                                                 
 
“They do not practice what they teach,” Jesus says. “They tie up heavy burdens [meaning law 
observance], hard to bear, and lay them on the shoulders of others; but they themselves are 
unwilling to lift a finger to move them. They do all their deeds to be seen by others; for they 
make their phylacteries [adornments that contained fragments of Scripture] broad and their 
fringes [sown onto robes as reminders of the commandments] long. They love to have the place 
of honor at banquets and the best seats in the synagogues, and to be greeted with respect in 
the market-places, and to have people call them rabbi.” 
 
These are quite the accusations. Matthew doesn’t just tell this story to relive a speech 
excoriating a rival religious group from Jesus’ day. Matthew isn’t just taking a chance to stick his 
thumb in the eyes of the scribes and Pharisees in his own day, some 50 years after Jesus’ death 
and resurrection. Matthew seems to tell this story because he knows that members of his own 
community need to hear it. Matthew wants his community to overhear Jesus putting the 
scribes and Pharisees on blast because there are probably some members of the community 
repeating the same kinds of mistakes in the new Christian community. 
 
Matthew knows that power, pride, and prestige always tempt. Always. Those things mock true 
faithfulness: they tear down community by making other people a pawn in a religious game of 
status-seeking. They make devotion nothing more than a show – and a fashion show at that. 
They crave titles and credit. They cheapen witness to God by separating belief from action. 
 
But Matthew also knows that humility, integrity, service, and solidarity are the counter-notes of 
the kingdom of God. These are the ways of Jesus. And he knows that they are standard 
operating procedure for the beloved community – both for those who seek to lead in the way 
of Jesus and those who seek to follow Jesus. Power, pride, and prestige tempt to cheapen faith 
and witness. Humility, integrity, service, and solidarity help make God’s ways visible in the 
world. That was true then. And it’s true now. 
 
I’ll never forget a story my mom told about my dad. But I never heard it until after he had 
passed away. My dad was an elder in our church when I was growing up. And for those who 
may not know that role, it meant that my dad served as a spiritual leader in our church and 
helped discern and direct the church’s life along with other elders and the pastor. Sometime 



after my dad had died, we were reminiscing and my mom told us about how my dad had gone 
over to the house of a family in our church. Apparently, this family was having some trouble 
with their personal finances. This was well before the internet and before that one guy on the 
radio who pontificates on people’s budgets. My dad knew about this family’s troubles because 
part of the role was to know and provide spiritual care for families in the church. He had 
offered to come and help them set up a budget. So he arrives at the house with pencils and 
paper and his brown calculator, I’m sure. Maybe his little leather satchel held it all. Now when 
my dad wasn’t dressed up for work, he often wore brown leather top-sider shoes. If you don’t 
know what those are, just google them. I’m imagining that’s what he was wearing when he 
went to their house. And that imaginative detail is only important because of what happened 
when he set foot in the door. When he was greeted by the family, he was also greeted by the 
family dog – a dog who had not been let out to use the bathroom recently, or maybe in a long, 
long time, and who was so excited that it let loose all over my dad’s shoes. And according to my 
mom, he simply slipped off his now soggy shoes, cleaned off his feet as best he could, and 
forged ahead with helping the family. No fuss. No anger. No indignation at not being treated 
better as an elder of the church. And no re-telling the story to everyone later for his glory, or 
someone else’s embarrassment. 
 
This is small in the grand scheme of things, of course. I realize that. It’s small when put 
alongside the countless stories of those who have sacrificed their lives and livelihood in the face 
of injustice, those who have stood side-by-side with the suffering, those who worked tirelessly 
for the dignity of people on the margins, those who stood up to destructive power, and those 
who would not shrink back from the ways of Jesus when offered an easier way. Yes, a local 
church elder with dog-soaked shoes seems small alongside stories like those. But humility, 
integrity, service, and solidarity - they come in all shapes and sizes – even in dog-soaked size 12 
top-siders. 
 
This is what the saints teach us: those faithful people of God who are no longer with us, and 
who many of us honor today. In ways big and small, ordinary and extraordinary, these are the 
faithful people whose lives show us the ways of God’s kingdom. Add up the stories of their lives 
and you will hear again and again stories of people who humbled themselves, when they could 
have exalted themselves. They understood the upside-down kingdom of God – a kingdom that 
moves against the flow of power and privilege, a kingdom that values solidarity in community 
over hierarchy, and radical, self-giving love over self-interest. The deeds of the saints matched 
their words. They didn’t set themselves up at the top of the food chain. Glory and status were 
never part of their agenda. The gleam in their eye when they served someone else taught us 
that what we believe about God always has a corresponding action that starts and ends in a 
love beyond comprehension. When power, pride, and prestige tempt, God’s people choose 
another way. Humility, integrity, service, and solidarity announce the ways of the kingdom of 
God, then and now. 
 
Blessed are the lives of the saints.  
Blessed are the stories we hold dear.  
Blessed is their witness to us and to the world.  



Thanks be to God. 
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