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I don’t remember the first time I heard it.  I don’t remember if my mother said it or if it was my 
father.  I don’t remember the circumstance.  And I would be fibbing if I told you that it made an 
immediate impact.  I may have passed it off simply as “one of those things parents say.”  Or it 
may have puzzled me.  But it had enough of an impact on my young life that I think of it as one 
of those admonitions that I’ve always heard, always known.  The reprimand in question: do as I 
say, not as I do. 
 
It is the rare parent indeed who’s never uttered that phrase or something very like it to a child.  
They catch us, don’t they, those innocent small villains, those little pitchers with big ears, doing 
ourselves the very things we’ve warned them against: sneaking an extra cookie, watching violent 
TV shows, smoking a cigarette, fibbing to a cop.  They catch us and in their immature 
indignance they demand a justification.  And we, fully aware of our very human nature, of our 
participation in the fallenness of creation, of our sins, we have no alibi that we know will stand to 
the image of God’s judgment that we see in their unstained gaze.  And so we put them off: “Do 
as I say, not as I do.” 
 
It’s an ancient parental dodge.  I suspect that it’s been around since humankind had any idea of a 
moral code which could be broken at peril of punishment, which is to say that it’s been around as 
long as humankind.  Adam probably said it to Cain, thereby teaching him to despise both God 
and man and leading to his fratricide.  Or maybe not.  After all, we’ve all said it and our kids 
don’t run around murdering their siblings.  But they, and we, do all sin.  That’s why we have to 
say it. 
 
Because it is such a universal experience, I try to have mercy on those who join me in not living 
up to the standards we set for ourselves.  In this, I think I am on the path of Jesus, who always 
held out the invitation of mercy to the Pharisees who were his opponents, even though he spent a 
good amount of energy in pointing out their sins, as recorded by Matthew in the whole of what 
became chapter 23 of his Gospel.  As we study the first 12 verses of that chapter this morning, I 
hope you will think of them with mercy, too.  After all, as we just sang, it’s us; it’s us, O Lord, 
standing in the need of prayer. 
 
And, indeed, the Pharisees, for all we tend to think of them in negative terms, were not unlike us.  
They were the people in their day who were really serious about God and God’s calling to God’s 
people in the everyday lives of those people.  If we had access to Doctor Who and his TARDIS 
and could bring a Pharisee from Jesus’ time to Good Shepherd Baptist Church this morning, he 
would join right in with us in singing “Day by day, oh dear Lord, three things I pray: to see Thee 
more clearly, love Thee more dearly, follow Thee more nearly, day by day.”  The Pharisees, 
Jesus said, sat in Moses’ seat.  They were the ones in the community who interpreted the laws of 
God for the people so that they could live Godly lives.  The solidness of the Pharisees place in 
the life and religion of Jesus’ contemporaries is proven by the fact that their influence won the 
day.  In the tumultuous days following the destruction of the Temple in AD 70, the Sadducees 
and the Zealots and the Essenes essentially disappeared.  What we know as modern Judaism is 
descended from the teachings of the Pharisees.  It wasn’t that the Pharisees were trying to steer 
the people on the wrong path.  It’s that they wouldn’t admit their mistakes. 
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Jesus makes a point in this passage of saying that he didn’t disagree with what they were 
teaching.  He tells the people to do as they say.  Their deep respect for God and God’s law 
corresponded to Jesus’ identification of the most important commandment as “You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  As I said last 
week, the Pharisees had some respect for Jesus as well.  There are stories in the Gospels about 
how some of them came to learn from him and how some of them warned him when Herod was 
plotting against him.  I think Jesus criticized the Pharisees so strongly because they were so close 
to his vision of the Kingdom and because he thought they would take his critique to heart.  A 
wise man does not bother to give advice to those who will not listen. 
 
The problem, Jesus says, is that the Pharisees do not practice what they preach and it is this that 
he warns against.  In putting so much emphasis on setting up rules to keep people holy, they do 
not teach them to love God but to fear God.  Life becomes too complicated; it’s too easy to break 
one of the multitude of new rules that are supposed to prevent you from breaking one of God’s 
613 commandments.  And so life under the Pharisaic system became a burden rather than a joy 
for the majority of people.  The Pharisees themselves, of course, were having a blast.  It’s nice to 
be considered a religious leader when all the people are religious.  The Pharisees were prone to a 
little showing-off, making sure that everyone knew that it was they who sat in the Seat of Moses.  
Most Jews of the time wore phylacteries, small leather containers strapped to the arm or the 
forehead containing a written bit of scripture.  The Pharisees made sure theirs were big and 
obvious.  Most Jews also wore fringes or tassels at the “four corners” of each garment to signify 
their obedience to God.  Jesus wore them.  If you remember the story of the woman who suffered 
for years with continual menstrual bleeding and how she wanted to touch “the hem of his 
garment,” it was his tassels that she touched to be healed.  The Pharisees made sure that theirs 
were long and easy to spot.  They enjoyed being given the best place at dinner parties, the best 
seat in the synagogue, getting the special “clergy discount” at the store, being asked to pray to 
open public events… oh, wait, I’ve gone from talking about the Pharisees to about modern 
pastors, haven’t I?  Ooops! 
 
It’s really easy to make that transition these days.  So many of our modern religious leaders seem 
to carry the warning label, “Do as I say, not as I do.” Even some of the most revered, respected 
leaders in Christianity and in other religions have been found to have feet of clay.  Millions of 
people around the world hold up the memory of Mohandas Gandhi as a spiritual leader whose 
commitment to freedom and non-violence changed the world.  His relationship with young 
women, on the other hand, is quietly suppressed.  We are told, tacitly, to do as he said, not as he 
did.  In this country, as well as abroad, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. is a hero to many, 
myself included.  But we must sadly acknowledge that he was not always faithful to his wife.  In 
this respect, we do as he said, not as he did.  And although he is far less well known in the pews 
than in the pulpits, many of my peers extol the work of John Howard Yoder, a Mennonite 
ethicist and theologian who was perhaps the premier voice of Christian pacifism for decades.  
Not until recent years, some 20 years following his death, has wide acknowledgement been made 
that Yoder subjected dozens of female students and colleagues to sexual harassment and abuse.  
We still study his work, determined to do what he said but not what he did. 
 
There are, of course, many, many other examples, for we who are called to be preachers and 
teachers and leaders among the Body of Christ are still human, still sinful, still in need of 
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forgiveness.  Another of my heroes when I was younger, until I just couldn’t stick his politics, 
was Billy Graham.  I still appreciate Rev. Graham for the way in which he reached millions with 
the good news of God’s love and I appreciate even more his willingness to admit his mistakes in 
letting party politics sometimes overtake his proclamation of the Gospel.  Rev. Graham 
discovered, like the Pharisees, that power among humans is a seductive thing that can turn one’s 
head from God.  I keep waiting for Rev. Mark Driscoll to have a similar epiphany.  Some of us 
might have theological issues with his teaching but it was really his obsession with his own 
status – high salary, unrestrained authority in his church, book sales and rankings – that brought 
him down and left thousands of bewildered Christians to sift through the wreckage of Mars Hill 
Church looking for the real truth about Godly leadership and life.  I grieve for those who will 
simply give up their involvement in the Body of Christ as a bad experiment that didn’t work out 
for them.  I pray for them and for Rev. Driscoll daily and I hope you will too. 
 
I hope you pray for me, too.  I don’t think it will come as a surprise to anyone here today when I 
say I’m not perfect, either.  But I try every day to become a better pastor for each of you, a better 
preacher, a better teacher, and a better friend.  I know what it’s like to face the danger of 
unrestrained ego.  When I first experienced the calling of God in my life to become a pastor, I 
prayed that God would help me discern between God’s legitimate call and the desires of my own 
heart to be somebody important.  That was when I was 16.  As you know, I fled to the safety of 
the theatre instead of pursuing a pastorate.  As you probably don’t know, it was because I still 
wasn’t sure I was fit to be a pastor.  And, hey, a little ego problem is pretty much de rigueur in 
the arts world.  You all did me a great kindness when you welcomed me to your pulpit by putting 
my name on the church sign.  You may have noticed that particular feature didn’t make it on to 
the new sign.  I don’t need any extra temptation to think of myself as a celebrity pastor, thanks 
very much.  So pray for me and confront me, lovingly, when you think I’m getting too full of 
myself. 
 
But despite my flaws, and they are legion, I hope that you do hear and do what I say.  And that 
leads to the question of how we are to judge the teachings of our flawed leaders, whether they 
are coming from me or Mark Driscoll or Billy Graham or John Howard Yoder or anyone else 
you’d care to name.  As a good child of the Protestant Reformation (and did anyone remember to 
celebrate the 497th anniversary of Luther’s 95 theses on Friday?) I would first say to you, “Sola 
Scriptura” – seek your answers in the Scriptures.  If what I teach or what anyone teaches seems 
to you to contradict your reading of the Bible, that’s a good time to start asking questions.  We 
Baptists take the Bible seriously as containing the Word of God.  We must continue to reinterpret 
it for our time, recognizing what has changed in context and in our understanding of God’s will, 
but to simply disregard the teachings contained in the Bible is almost always a bad idea. 
 
Part of what Luther objected to in his Catholic tradition when he nailed those papers to the 
church door was that church traditions had become more important than the scriptures.  That’s 
not unlike all those rules that the Pharisees set up as a fence around the Law.  The problem is that 
when human beings set out to “protect” God’s law, they create a bunch of rules that they then 
know how to skirt.  It’s a problem that Jesus pointed out and that Luther pointed out as well, 
some 1500 years later.  That doesn’t mean that tradition can’t be helpful.  There’s a book on my 
shelf waiting to be read called, Reading the Bible with the Dead: What You Can Learn from the 
History of Exegesis that You Can't Learn from Exegesis Alone.  In other words, people have 
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been interpreting the Scriptures for millennia now and there’s no sense in continually reinventing 
the wheel.  Some ideas about how to follow God have been tried out and found unhelpful.  Some 
need to be reinvestigated as situations change.  While traditions cannot replace what we learn 
from the Bible, they can be awfully helpful in understanding what the Bible is teaching and when 
our flawed teachers are running afoul of that.  And I wouldn’t say that we have to stick to 
Christian or even Jewish teachings about God to understand more of God.  One of the earliest 
Christian saints, Justin Martyr, who died in AD 165, is famous in part for these words: 
“Whatever has been spoken aright by any man belongs to us Christians; for we worship and love, 
next to God, the Logos which is from the unbegotten and ineffable God… those writers were 
able, through the seed of the Logos implanted in them, to see reality darkly.”  If a teacher’s ideas 
abrogate long-held moral truths, time to ask more questions. 
 
Part of our Baptist and Christian heritage is also to recognize that we are part of a community, 
part of the Body of Christ.  Our community is there for us not simply for fellowship, for 
celebrating joys and comforting each other in sorrows, but so that we might learn from each 
other.  We come together in worship and in study so that we may share the context of our lives 
and learn to listen for God through each other’s ears, to see God through each other’s eyes.  In 
this way, we come far closer to understanding our Loving Creator, who no one of us can ever 
comprehend in full.  When any one person continually stands in opposition to the prayerfully 
considered consensus of our community, it is likely to be they and not the community that is in 
the wrong.  This of course assumes that consensus has been carefully and prayerfully reached. 
 
We often say that consensus is the work of the Holy Spirit.  Baptists for generations have said 
that Christ Jesus is the criterion by which we judge the Scriptures.  If we judge our teachers by 
the Scriptures, by the best of our traditions about them and truth outside of them, by the 
consensus of our community, then we must also finally judge our teachers in the light of Christ.  
Jesus reminded the crowd that day that he was their rabbi and instructor. And so he is for us.  We 
judge our leader and ourselves by his example and by his teachings.  And what did he say was 
most important?  “̔You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: 
‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the law and 
the prophets.”  Or as I said last week and Bernie Turner said here for years, “Love everybody.”  
That’s how we judge whether a teaching is what Jesus would have us follow.  Whether it teaches 
us to love. 
 
The Pharisees weren’t bad guys, really.  They just occasionally got confused between what God 
said and what they had said.  It’s not an uncommon failing among people who are really serious 
about following God.  Not just those of us up here in the pulpit but all of us who try our best to 
follow the path of Jesus.  Sometimes, we forget to be humble.  Sometimes, we get distracted by 
how good it feels to be considered good, to have people look up to us, to have them listen to our 
advice.  That’s when it’s time to compare ourselves to Jesus and to remember that we will 
generally come up short.  “For,” as another one of his disciples remembered him saying, “no one 
has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”  We should always 
remember, when people are saying nice things about us and we’re tempted to get a little puffed 
up, that Jesus called on us to serve each other, as he had.  And we should remember that those 
who exalt themselves will be humbled. 
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There’s an old country song about Jesus that I love.  It’s called, “If I Be Lifted Up.”  Some of the 
lines are: “(Jesus) said if I / Be lifted up / I'll bring joy, joy, joy / To your soul…”  Jesus was 
indeed lifted up, as he said he would be – lifted up by broken humans on a cross for derision and 
death.  But then he was lifted up, exalted, by God.  Because he had been humble.  Because he 
had served his sisters and his brothers.  Because he had loved them, just as we are called to do.  
On our table today are the symbolic reminders of his lifting up, both his crucifixion and his 
exaltation.  And when we think of the life of Jesus, we know that we can do as he said AND as 
he did.  We are called to die to ourselves and to love others.  And we are called to tell others that 
it is the way to life.  As we receive again the symbols of Jesus, let us give thanks to God for our 
true and only teacher, rabbi, and friend.  Amen. 
 


