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Nov.  8  Hypocrites or Saved Sinners? Mat. 9:10-11, Mat 6:2-16, Mat 23
Matthew 7:1 "Do not judge, or you too will be judged.
 2 For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.  3 "Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?  4 How can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?
 5 You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye.

Mat. 9:10 While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew's house, many tax collectors and "sinners" came and ate with him and his disciples.  11 When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, "Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and 'sinners'?"
 12 On hearing this, Jesus said, "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.
 13 But go and learn what this means: 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice.' For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners."

Mat. 6:2 "So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.  3 But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing,  4 so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  5 "And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.  6 But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 6 "When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.  17 But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face,
 18 so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  19 "Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  20 But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.  21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

Objection: The church is full of hypocrites

	Today, we examine one of the most common objections to accepting Christianity, the idea that church members don’t live up to what we profess. These people say Christians are hypocrites, therefore, who say one thing and do another. They ask, why should people join a group of losers, who can’t even achieve the standards they set for membership? Many of us know that the term hypocrisy dates back to ancient Greek actors, who portrayed iconic characters by wearing large masks over their faces. They weren’t what they seemed from the seats of the ampitheater. People who express this question are ultimately asking, “Christians, are you what you claim to be?” 
I don’t know about you, but this question makes me squirm a little, because I fail at times in my Christians walk. Attempting to be a minister only highlights my failures when I go to confession in prayer. Unfortunately, Christian ministers, like Jim Bakker the TV evangelist, whose sexual immorality and financial fraud, led to discrediting the popular PTL club he led, have been part of an increasing distrust of Christianity. Maybe part of the problem is that the good things Christians and ministers do on a regular basis rarely become sensational enough to merit news coverage. If we are honest, we have to admit that living up to the standards of righteousness the Christian community teaches is quite challenging. Although we are saved by God’s grace, we still sin, so there is some justification for the accusation that there are a lot of sinners in the church. 
Living the Christian life is a great challenge. A funny story reveals the difficulty well:
 A minister was walking down the street when he came upon a group of about a dozen boys, all of them between 10 and 12 years of age. 
       
      The group had surrounded a dog. Concerned lest the boys were hurting the dog, he went over and asked "What are you doing with that dog?" 
       
      One of the boys replied, "This dog is just an old neighborhood stray. We all want him, but only one of us can take him home. So we've decided that whichever one of us can tell the biggest lie will get to keep the dog." 
       
      Of course, the reverend was taken aback. "You boys shouldn't be having a contest telling lies!" he exclaimed. He then launched into a ten minute sermon against lying, beginning, "Don't you boys know it's a sin to lie," and ending with, "Why, when I was your age, I never told a lie." 
       
      There was dead silence for about a minute. Just as the reverend was beginning to think he'd gotten through to them, the smallest boy gave a deep sigh and said, "All right, give him the dog."
Jesus frequently spoke against hypocrisy. In the Sermon on the Mount, he warned against performing good works, like fasting and praying, for the purpose of achieving human approval. He told people whose true goal was to gain praise by public piety that they would lose God’s approval. He got right to the heart of the matter of false religious practices by saying,
 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” 
If we claim to be Christian in order to gain approval or in hope of gaining here on earth, we are wearing a false face. Only when our good deeds are done because our hearts are full of joy in having been redeemed by Jesus can we hope that they will bear good fruit and be acceptable to God.  Even when we try to do what it right, we sometimes find our motives mixed. Being perfect like our heavenly Father is perfect is impossible, except through the grace of Christ and the indwelling power of the Spirit. We need to remember that we are growing into the image of Christ, but will never attain it here. But while the Christian life is challenging, it is also fulfilling. We should press on with joy toward the goal of becoming like the one who redeems us.
	So, do those who object to becoming Christians because Christians aren’t yet perfect have a good excuse? The Bible tells us “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). People who object to Christian hypocrites need to examine their own lives. Since we all fail to live up to our standards, they are in need of forgiveness as well. Jesus said to those who judged other’s sins while ignoring their own, 
"Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?   How can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?  You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye.” (Matthew 7)
He spoke this to religious leaders in the Jewish community, but it can apply to all people who think to judge others while they are themselves not perfect. Those who want to reject Christianity because Christians are imperfect need to remember that they too are not perfect. We all need forgiveness, as Romans 14:10 tells us; “we will all stand before God's judgment seat.” 
	The good news for those who object to hypocrisy in the church and yet are themselves not pure before God is the same as the good news for Christians. We can all be saved by grace through Christ Jesus. The wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), but the free gift of God is eternal life in Jesus Christ. If we are willing to confess our sins and ask God to forgive them, then all people can have new life in Christ. Whoever calls on the name of the Lord will be saved (Rom. 10:13).  A desire for righteous living and a prophetic rebuke against those who live unrighteous lives is a good thing, but those who point their fingers at Christians who fail must apply the same standards to their own lives. All of us stand in need of forgiveness and redemption.
	Does the universal need for salvation and the availability of God’s grace mean Christians have a free ride and can live lives that bring disgrace to Christ’s name without punishment? Anyone who thinks that simply doesn’t understand God’s character. Paul spoke very clearly to this problem in Galatians 6:7ff. He said, 
“Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.  The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.  Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.   Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.”
Christians are called to live lives that bring glory to God’s name. The Scripture says, “He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 5:21).  When we walk in the Spirit and produce the fruits of the Spirit, such as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, and self-control, we bring glory to God. Christians should resemble our Savior who walked in God’s will his whole life, who loved us enough to die for us, who gave us the perfect example of what a life committed to God can accomplish. We have the Spirit and therefore should walk rightly before God and others. 
	Ultimately, however, the charge that Christians are hypocrites is not valid, because as believers, we don’t claim to be righteous. We claim to be forgiven sinners. The church is full of sinners, who come to find deliverance and help to overcome our sins. In order to be members of a church, Christians don’t have to be perfect or sinless, in fact quite the opposite. We have to confess our sinfulness and look to Jesus and the Holy Spirit for power to live new lives. When we fail in our goal of living lives that please God and resemble our Savior, we need to confess our sins to God and accept forgiveness again. We need to remember that the cost of our redemption was God’s only Son dying on the cross. Only when we attempt to fool God, to conceal our sinfulness or excuse it, and continue to live in sin, do we become hypocrites. When we do this, we sully the name of our Holy Savior. We should feel shame and we should repent. Anyone who foolishly thinks that previous good deeds or an earlier confession of faith in Christ can cover up a continuing lifestyle of willful sinning stands in danger of God’s judgment.  While we are not to become judges of other believers, and can sympathize with the weaknesses that lead us into sin, God is not fooled by our excuses. Paul the great preacher of grace also wrote in Romans 2:16 “God will judge men's secrets through Jesus Christ.” We need to examine our own consciences and confess our sins. We can do this with hope and joy, because “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).
	People commonly speak of the Christian life as a walk. We are daily called to get up and go about living with Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit. We need to recognize the danger of looking back at great successes in the past. Our faith should be a living faith, as the following joke makes us realize:
At a church meeting a very wealthy man rose to tell the rest of those present about his Christian faith.        
      "I'm a millionaire," he said, "and I attribute it all to the rich blessings of God in my life. I remember that turning point in my faith. I had just earned my first dollar and I went to a church meeting that night. The speaker was a missionary who told about his work. I knew that I only had a dollar bill and had to either give it all to God's work or nothing at all. So at that moment I decided to give my whole dollar to God. I believe that God blessed that decision, and that is why I am a rich man today."        
      He finished and there was an awed silence at his testimony as he moved toward his seat. As he sat down a little old lady sitting in the same pew leaned over and said to him: "I dare you to do it again."
As Christians, we have an ongoing challenge to live lives worthy of our Lord. We should shine in our families and communities as beacons of what a transformed life can be. When we fail, we need to brush off the knees of our spiritual jeans through confession, then begin the Christian walk again. I want to conclude with the words of R. C. Sproul, a famous Christian minister:
	“We have to find in Christ, not a mask that conceals our face, but an entire wardrobe of clothing, which is His righteousness. Indeed, it is only under the guise of the righteousness of Christ, received by faith, than any of us can ever have a hope of standing before a holy God. To wear the garments of Christ in faith is not an act of hypocrisy. It is an act of redemption.”[footnoteRef:1]
 [1:  http://www.focusonthefamily.com/faith/becoming_a_christian, Nov. 2009.] 



	
