
Following Jesus Or The Rules?

(Matthew 23)

Many believers of Jesus, are known as fans or just enthuastic admirers of

Christ. But, if you asked them, “Are you a fan or a follower?” they would

confidently respond as being a follower. It’s not a question of their effort or

desire. They are following hard. But, here is the problem; it’s not Jesus they

are following. Without realizing it, they are aiming at the wrong target.

Instead of following Jesus they are following religious rules and rituals.

They have confused the targets.

In the time of Jesus there were spiritual leaders and Jesus addresses these

leaders in Matthew 23. There were two groups known as Sadducees and

Pharisees. The Sadducees were very liberal and the Pharisees were very

conservative. If you were a Sadducee, it meant that you were born into that

position. There were of course other requirements, but, it had to be part of

your heritage. But, to be a part of the Pharisees, it didn’t depend on the

family you were born into; it was your hard work and the incredible amount

of textual study and theological training. And many of today’s fans of Jesus

fit into one of these two camps.

Some of these fans are like the Sadducees. Their faith was something they

were born into. It was never really something they chose. Maybe when they

were born their parents handed them a mask and they grew up acting like

Christians act, talking like Christians talked, listened to the music Christians

listened to, but they never feel in love with Jesus. Their faith has always

been more about honoring their heritage than surrendering their heart.

On the other hand, some fans of Jesus are like the Pharisees. They would

measure their faith by their hard work at learning and following the law.

Their intellectual knowledge and behavioral compliance was the target they

were aiming at. But even though they were saying the right things and

doing the right things, it wasn’t a reflection of who they really were. You

may say the right things and do the right things, but that’s not enough for



Jesus. He wants all of you! In other words, you look really good. You

have the part down. You know what to say and what not to say. You can

pray the prayers and you can sing the songs. But, you never chose it. It

was just handed down to you. Or you’re going through the motions, putting

on an impressive performance but it isn’t real. Your heart is not in it!

The problem Jesus hand with these two religious groups is that they were

hypocrites. The word “hypocrite” comes from the Greek word from ancient

Greek classical theater. Greek actors were called hypocrites. And often a

single actor would play many different parts of the play, by using different

masks. The actor is always behind one of these masks and you never

really get to see the actors face.

And so the fans of Jesus, just get caught up on what people see on the

outside, but it’s just a mask. What people see doesn’t reflect who they

really are. And Jesus is very much aware of this problem. I can tell you that

fans can be almost impossible to identify because they deliver Oscar-

worthy performances, as they play the role of the follower. Jesus states:

“these leaders; do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they

preach!”

These are the types of fans Jesus has the most trouble with. Fans who will

walk into a restaurant and bow their heads to pray before a meal just in

case someone is watching. Fans who won’t go to R-rated movies at a

theater, but have a number of them saved on their DVR at home. Fans who

may feed the hungry and help the needy, and then they make sure they

work it into every conversation for the next two weeks. Fans who make

sure people see them put in their offering at church, but they haven’t

considered reaching out to their neighbor who lost a job or can’t pay their

bills. Fans who like seeing other people fail because in their minds, it

makes them look better. Fans whose primary concern in raising their

children, is what other people think. Fans who have worn the mask for

so long, they have even fooled themselves!

Jesus has harsh words for these types of fans who are trying to impress

others through their religious credentials. But even as harsh as he is with



the fan, he is just as tender and encouraging to those who have genuinely

given him their hearts, even if they don’t have it all together on the outside,

the real follower. Jesus doesn’t expect his followers to be perfect, but he

does call them to be authentic. You don’t often get a chance to see people

without a mask and it’s such a beautiful thing, when you do.

That’s what Christ wants in a follower—someone who isn’t pretending on

the outside to have it all together. That’s one of the ways the word

hypocrisy is defined, as “the act of pretending.” Jesus describes a typical

fan as one where their faith has grown cold and dying on the inside, but are

determined to keep their appearance on the outside.

If you could see what’s on the inside of a person instead of what they are

just showing everybody else on the outside, I wonder if any of us would do

anything about it. This is what Jesus is trying to do. He is trying to get

people to see what’s on the inside of each of us!
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