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Matthew 22:41-46 – “Religious Theatre” – Nov. 24, 2024 

1. What is the motivation behind your public behaviour?  

a. Is it a desire to make yourself look good to others?  

b. Or is it a desire to bring glory to God?  

2. Do we see God’s law as a to-do list without understanding what it’s pointing to?  

a. Or do we see it as a picture of who He is, and therefore make every effort to 

conform ourselves to His image?  

3. What about in theology?  

a. Is our study of God’s Word just a bunch of facts to memorize and doctrinal 

statements to affirm?  

b. Or is it a glimpse into God’s character that transforms every sphere of life?  

4. The problem that we’ve seen with the religious leaders in Jerusalem is that they’re all 

show and no substance 

a. All sizzle, and no steak 

b. These men make a great show of their outward actions, yet have shown repeatedly 

that they do not understand the Scriptures 

5. What is happening in the next few chapters are further installments of the transfer of 

power as the old covenant world winds down and the new covenant world is ushered into 

existence 

a. This is a helpful picture to keep in mind as we work through the final portion of 

Matthew and the end of Christ’s earthly ministry 

b. We are on the boundary of a new world coming into existence, just like what 

happened at Noah’s Flood 
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6. Jesus has been using more and more force, and increasingly harsh language and tactics as 

His ministry has progressed 

a. He’s asserting His authority and His lordship in this final week 

b. Monday 

i. Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem 

1. He walks in to people singing Messianic Psalms about Him 

ii. Temple Cleansing 

1. This is the final priestly cleansing of a deeply diseased house 

before it gets pulled apart brick by brick 

c. Tuesday 

i. Curses the Fig Tree and speaks of the Temple Mount being thrown into 

the sea 

ii. He tells stories about a cosmic transfer of the kingdom from the unfaithful 

to the faithful 

iii. He demonstrates His authority over Caesar and taxation; over the 

resurrection; over the unifying theme of the Law 

iv. Lastly, He just pushed the logic of the Psalms into the corners to 

demonstrate that as the Messiah, He is not just an exalted Son of David, 

but He is also Divine 

v. He is God the Son 

vi. We’re still on Tuesday here, and after the last very heated exchange, the 

Pharisees and priests and scribes shut their mouths 

vii. Jesus’ rhetoric has moved through three stages 
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1. He teaches the way of life 

2. After the Jews resist He starts preaching in Parables 

3. After the Jews start a plot to kill Him, He curses them with woes 

7. Jesus delivers His last sermon at the Temple  

a. This is a kind of second “Sermon on the Mount” 

i. The first was on a wilderness mountain 

ii. This one is on the Temple Mount 

b. The first sermon gives a list of beatitudes or “Oracles of Weal” 

i. Words of blessing for righteousness 

c. The second sermon gives a list of curses or “Oracles of Woe” 

i. Words of cursing for covenant breaking 

d. What we’ll see is that the Woes that Jesus curses Jerusalem with are the mirror 

image of the Beatitudes 

i. Each are the photo negative of the other 

ii. This is consistent with how God has always operated 

iii. One of the most important covenant documents in the Old Covenant was 

Deuteronomy 28, which has a list of blessings for covenant keeping and a 

list of curses for covenant breaking 

e. Some people struggle how to reconcile Jesus’ curse on Jerusalem, and God’s 

divorce of Israel with all the promises given in the old covenant 

i. God did in fact keep all the unconditional promises 

1. Joshua 21:43-45 – “Thus the Lord gave to Israel all the land that 

he swore to give to their fathers. And they took possession of it, 
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and they settled there. 44 And the Lord gave them rest on every 

side just as he had sworn to their fathers. Not one of all their 

enemies had withstood them, for the Lord had given all their 

enemies into their hands. 45 Not one word of all the good promises 

that the Lord had made to the house of Israel had failed; all came 

to pass.” 

a. Joshua says this in the past tense 

ii. Further, when God marks specific days on the calendar to bring His 

judgments upon the earth, He is not breaking His covenant, but is keeping 

it 

1. He is doing exactly as He has promised 

a. His blessing is for a thousand generations of those who love 

Him 

b. His cursing is for three of four generations of those who 

hate Him 

2. The Jews had broken covenant for many generations; their leaders 

truly did hate God, especially now that He is there in the flesh 

3. When God destroys the temple and the city, He is keeping His side 

of the covenant against those who have broken their side 

4. Lest we think that this is just for 1st Century Jerusalem, the same 

holds true for the church and the new covenant world 
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a. God is still in the business of removing His lampstand from 

apostate churches who hate the biblical Christ, reject the 

theology of Scripture, and break God’s law 

8. VV.1-3 – “Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, 2 “The scribes and the 

Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat, 3 so do and observe whatever they tell you, but not the 

works they do. For they preach, but do not practice.” 

a. After humiliating the Pharisees about the Law, and then about showing His 

divinity from the Psalms, v.1 says that Jesus turns to the crowd 

b. He’s no longer addressing the Pharisees, whom He has silenced, but not His 

concern is for the bystanders 

i. The shepherds have cursed themselves, but Christ remains compassionate 

for the sheep 

c. By turning to the crowd, Jesus is further showing what we’ve already seen – there 

is a contest for authority in Jerusalem – who is going to shepherd the lost sheep of 

Israel?  

i. After He has humiliated His opponents in front of an audience, He is now 

gently releasing this audience from under their heavy yoke 

ii. He has loosened the hold these men have on the people, and He is 

demonstrating to the crowd that they no longer have to fear these tyrants 

d. V.2 Jesus does acknowledge that the scribes and the Pharisees do sit on Moses’ 

seat 

i. Scribes were those who were specialists in the details of the text itself 

ii. Pharisees were the theologians  
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1. In today’s terms, the scribes would be the ones who teach Torah or 

New Testament Survey 

a. The Pharisees would be the ones who teach Theology or 

Church History 

iii. Notice that these are legitimate offices! 

1. Jesus says they sit on Moses’ seat 

2. The seat itself is legitimate and has an actual historical pedigree 

a. Today the students sit at desks and a teacher stands to 

instruct 

b. In the ancient world, a teacher would take a seat, and his 

students would gather around him on the ground, literally 

learning at his feet 

c. To this day, the picture of the ancient model persists 

i. Chair of Philosophy 

ii. Chair of Theology, etc. 

3. It is perfectly fitting and right and good that Moses’ seat would not 

stay vacant after his death, but that teachers continue to come and 

pass the torch as they instruct God’s people 

4. This is why Christ tells the crowd that they should do and observe 

“whatever they tell you”  

a. It should be noted here that this is actually a limited 

statement 
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b. “whatever” does not include the legalistic extras that the 

Pharisees demand, but is limited to the legitimate teaching 

of Moses 

c. V.3 starts with the word “so”, so the observation of 

“whatever they tell you” is connected to Moses’ seat 

d. Jesus Himself follows every word of Moses perfectly, and 

from the heart; He rejects only those legalistic additions 

that the Pharisees have created around Moses’ law 

i. The abuse of something does not undo its proper 

use 

ii. The fact that some husbands are heavy handed does 

not mean that we should get rid of the idea of 

marriage 

iii. All of us are under a variety of authorities 

1. Children under parents 

2. Wives under husbands 

3. Churches under elders 

4. Citizens under government 

iv. All of these authorities are legitimate to the degree 

that they are following God’s law 

1. When legitimate authorities operate outside 

their limits, they don’t need to be obeyed in 
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those areas, but that doesn’t mean their 

entire office is gone 

2. Many of us can think of how people grab at 

authority that God didn’t give them, and if 

we have to strategically disregard in one 

area, that doesn’t mean we hoist the pirate 

flag and disobey across the board 

a. If the province would tell you that 

you must wear a yellow shirt on 

Tuesdays, you’re free to not care 

b. That doesn’t give you freedom to 

steal or lie or murder 

3. This concept is sometimes called “saluting 

the uniform” 

e. V.3 goes on to show that the men in Moses’s seat are indeed not good men 

i. Their righteousness is nothing but religious theatre 

ii. They are rotten on the inside and make a great show of the externals 

iii. They preach but they don’t practice 

1. I’ve mentioned the problem in New England a generation or two 

after the genuine religion of the Puritans 

2. The hearts of the grandchildren became cold and indifferent 
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3. In the mid 1700s, Gilbert Tennent preached a sermon titled “The 

Danger of an Unconverted Ministry” and this problem came to the 

forefront in that generation 

4. The problem of v.3 persists today 

5. Sproul (on entering seminary) – “It seemed as if the majority of 

members were quite hostile to all things Christian. I scratched my 

head and wondered ‘What are these men doing preparing for the 

ministry when they’re so hostile to the things of Christ?’ In time, it 

became apparent to me that one of the reasons why people go into 

the ministry is to refute the truth claims of Christianity. Becoming 

a pastor is one of the easiest ways to gain a public hearing; the 

preacher can air his views to a captive audience for an hour each 

Sunday morning. However, those unbelieving men who are 

ordained to the ministry usually find it difficult to sustain a viable 

ministry in the local church for any length of time, so they tend to 

gravitate to administrative positions, and before you know it, the 

unconverted control entire denominations.”  

9. V.4-7– “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. 5 They do all their deeds 

to be seen by others. For they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long, 6 and 

they love the place of honor at feasts and the best seats in the synagogues 7 and greetings 

in the marketplaces and being called rabbi by others.”  
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a. The last half of Ch. 22 was proof positive that the scribes and Pharisees knew 

everything about the Bible except for what it meant 

b. Rather than seeing the law as a reflection of God’s character, and as our guide as 

we grow in the image of Christ, they just saw isolated rules 

c. Isolated rules with no unifying purpose or theme is a recipe for misdirection 

i. They started creating new laws around the laws and finding loopholes that 

still let them do the minimum to get over their own man-made bar 

ii. One obvious example was how they treated the Sabbath 

1. We know that the Sabbath is a picture of God’s own pattern of rest 

and labour 

2. If we understand the meaning, Sabbath rest is a great blessing 

3. But the legalistic approach had the Pharisees deciding that people 

should be limited to walking less than 2000 cubits (3000 ft) from 

home on the Sabbath 

a. Then they found a workaround that if they dropped a 

household item off somewhere, this was considered a 

secondary residence, and so they could walk as far as they 

wanted, as long as they carried enough items in their 

pockets to create enough secondary residences along the 

way 

b. The whole thing became a farce, and a lot more work to 

keep all the loopholes than the rest God intended 
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c. This is why Jesus told them that the Sabbath was made for 

man, and not man for the Sabbath 

d. There are plenty of examples, but this is an obvious one 

e. Because they didn’t understand that the law was to give us 

a picture of God, they just made arbitrary rules so they 

could feel like they were in charge 

d. V.5 mentions the phylacteries that some wore 

i. Based on an overly literal interpretation of Deuteronomy 6 that instructs 

us to have God’s Word in our hearts and minds, the Pharisees rolled up 

little strips of scrolls into boxes that they wore on their foreheads and on 

their arms, close to the heart 

ii. This is such a fitting metaphor for just exactly how they completely missed 

the point 

iii. A clear teaching to internalize the Scriptures turned into a leather box you 

wear on the outside of your body 

e. The tassels on the priestly garments were actually instructed in Scripture (Num. 

15:37-41) 

i. The tassels were to remind the priests of God’s law 

ii. Understanding the symbolism and the heart issues would show that these 

tassels flow down and follow a man around, just as righteous living ought 

to flow down out of a believing heart and follow a man around 
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iii. Yet here too, John Gill records one incident of a priest who lost the 

meaning, and made his tassels so elaborate that he needed a servant to 

walk behind him and support the tassels on a pillow 

f. These false shepherds in Israel did not care to lead the sheep into godliness, but 

only loved the authority they gathered to themselves and the theatre they created 

in public 

i. Broadus warns that for this reason that the man who most desperately 

wants to be invited into a pulpit ought to be kept from it 

ii. Let others discover and validate the calling 

1. Even a lion and a warrior of a man like John Knox broke down in 

tears when he was publicly called to the ministry by John Rough at 

a congregational meeting at St. Andrew’s Castle 

10. VV.8-12 – “8 But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are 

all brothers. 9 And call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in 

heaven. 10 Neither be called instructors, for you have one instructor, the Christ. 11 The 

greatest among you shall be your servant. 12 Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, 

and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.” 

a. Christ is further advancing His view of how to lead God’s people in contrast to 

the Pharisees’ view 

b. There is a certain kind of man who wants respect and titles and prestige but who 

isn’t nearly as interested in getting his hands dirty and doing what needs to be 

done 
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c. Even outside the church, it is often the men most eager to get respect who are 

least worthy of it 

i. Authority naturally flows to those people who take responsibility, even at 

a personal cost to themselves 

d. It has been said that “A hot sun and a slow mule have led to many a call to 

ministry.”  

i. There is a type of man who is drawn to ministry because it is mostly 

indoor, non-physical work 

ii. This kind of man is typically soft and vain, and is driven by public praise 

and public opinion 

iii. This is the kind of man that follows in the footsteps of the Pharisees 

1. He likes being in charge; He just doesn’t like showing up 

2. He doesn’t mind laying burdens on others, as long as he doesn’t 

have to lift a finger 

e. The way of Christ is different, however 

i. I want the young men to play especially close attention here 

ii. Some of you are going to be the elders and deacons and preachers of this 

church one day 

f. Leading God’s people makes you a slave and not a master 

i. Moses Himself felt this most keenly 

ii. Ministry is not a place for creative entrepreneurship 

iii. If you are a preacher, you must be a slave to the text 
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1. One preacher friend commented that preaching is so much easier 

when you let the text itself do the work 

2. Very different than Andy Stanley’s very public statement that 

expository preaching is lazy and that preachers should basically 

stick with topical preaching 

3. Of course, being a slave to the text is both easier and harder than 

being creative, in a sense 

a. It’s easier that you don’t need to keep coming up with 

creative ideas 

b. It’s harder because you don’t have the range of motion – 

your hands are tied by God’s Word 

4. But after a number of decades of the softness and vanity that our 

culture has adopted, we’re seeing the rotten fruit 

a. The positive of this is that there is a great appetite and a 

great opportunity 

b. Men are once again starting to follow courage instead of 

just credentials (ideally there is no contradiction) 

iv. If you are a counsellor, you are always looking for ways to get the gospel 

into the area of need 

1. Many people who are drawn to counselling are drawn because of 

their own painful experiences 

2. They see the need 

a. There is great need today! 
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3. But if we take our eyes off the gospel, we will be tempted to 

present ourselves as the saviour to struggling people 

g. David Dickson – “Men are called to the ministry, not to preeminence.” 

h. Ministry isn’t about building a brand but about taking our station and being 

obedient to the orders the Lord has given 

i. These verses should not be taken as a strict prohibition against titles like 

teacher or father or instructor (the apostles themselves use these 

descriptions) 

ii. Rather, what is prohibited is the vanity of chasing titles instead of just 

doing the work 

i. Those of us who minister in these areas do so as those who must answer to Christ 

i. We are under His authority 

ii. He asserts His own preeminence over the ministry of the church again in 

these verses, in case anyone had forgotten that He just showed His divine 

nature from the Psalms 

iii. He says we have “one teacher” (v.8), “one Father” (v.9), “one instructor” 

(v.10), and this One is the God Himself 

iv. The shepherds of God’s people may be like commanders on the 

battlefield; they have a real position to fill, but each one must still follow 

the instructions from the General above him 

j. Christ closes in v.12 with the familiar instruction to pursue humility 

i. The vain self-important man who uses his soldiers as a human shield will 

become the object of ridicule and contempt 
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ii. The commander who makes himself the shield and leads his soldiers onto 

the field from the front will ultimately be exalted  

11. APPLICATION 

a. It is clear that those who lead God’s people do so as men under authority 

i. Preaching is an authoritative event, and ought to be taken with the utmost 

seriousness by both the preacher and the listeners 

ii. And, just like Moses’ seat creates a legitimate office, the preaching of 

God’s Word is authoritative to the extent that it captures the meaning of 

the Word 

1. This is why we saturate the whole service with as much Scripture 

as we do 

2. This is why we stand and pay attention, and then respond audibly 

when the Word is read 

3. This is why we encourage catechesis and family worship at home 

4. This is why Bibles need to be open during the sermon 

iii. the preaching of God’s Word is authoritative to the extent that it captures 

the meaning of the Word 

b. The situation here has to do with those who lead God’s people, but it applies to 

leadership generally 

i. Nobody wants to follow vain, sanctimonious, self-important men who are 

given to self-promotion 

ii. Patriarchy works best when it is known for being tender hearted towards 

our wives, and full of laughter together with our children 
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1. Laughter in the home is one of the best ways to measure spiritual 

health 

iii. The serious things will get taken seriously if everyone knows that dad is 

for us; that he takes interest in our interests, that he is willing to bleed for 

the family 

c. I think there’s also a general principle here of not elevating our own preferences 

to the status of God’s law 

i. If there’s obedience trouble at home with the kids, it might be good to 

have fewer rules instead of more 

1. The goal is not just to have kids obey the rules, but to understand 

them and love them 

ii. If you have a task or an opportunity that God has called you towards, 

don’t demand that it become everyone’s top priority, etc.  

d. The difference between the Pharisees and Christ is belief vs. unbelief 

i. Are we going through the motions to make our name great? 

1. Are we downgrading God’s law by adding petty rules to it, and 

treating it like it’s all the same?  

ii. Are we willing to pay a price for obedience to God’s actual law, and 

offering grace and service to others, in order to make God’s name great?  

12. CHARGE 

a. God gave His law to water the garden of Israel. The Pharisees turned this law 

into a blunt instrument with which to beat people, into a whip with which to 

scourge them, and into poison which turned the garden into a waterless desert. 
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Moses came to bring Sabbath, to break the yoke of burden, and to let the slaves 

go free. Jesus likewise has come to the weary and heavy laden to offer rest, while 

the Pharisees and scribes act as second-rate Pharaohs, forcing the people to 

make bricks without straw. Because Jesus’ life is a re-enactment of Israel’s 

history, it begins in exodus and ends with exile and woe. Prophets curse a people 

when they have broken covenant and refuse to respond to the preaching of 

repentance. Jesus is bringing woe on Jerusalem and her leaders, and in so doing 

is offering to free those under their burden. Will you follow the proud into certain 

woe? Or the humble into certain blessing?  

13. BENEDICTION 

a. Numbers 6:22-26 – “The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 23 “Speak to Aaron and 

his sons, saying, Thus you shall bless the people of Israel: you shall say to them, 

24 The Lord bless you and keep you; 25 the Lord make his face to shine upon you 

and be gracious to you; 26 the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give 

you peace.” 


