“BEWARE THE YEAST OF THE PHARISEES”





Passage – Luke 11:37-12:11


Key Verse – 12:01





“Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.”





	Chronologically, this passage comes immediately after last Sunday's passage. Jesus had healed a man by driving out a mute demon from him, and following that, he began to speak to an ever growing crowd about the source of his healing miracles, his purpose, and how his onlookers should be careful not to ignore his words and actions. Today's passage then begins with a pharisee inviting Jesus to his house for food, continues with woes from Jesus, and ends with a kind warning to those struggling in their lives of faith, specifically spiritual leaders. Father, please be with us during this study and help us to prepare ourselves against hypocrisy in our own lives.





	We'll be jumping ahead today, but we will return to the beginning soon, I promise. Let's start by looking at chapter 12. After Jesus' meeting with the pharisees and experts of the law, he finds that a crowd of thousands has gathered again. Before doing anything with those, though, he speaks directly with his disciples. Let's read verse 1 again.





Luke 12:1 Meanwhile, when a crowd of many thousands had gathered, so that they were trampling on one another, Jesus began to speak first to his disciples, saying: “Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.





	Jesus is warning his disciples not to be hypocrites, like the other religious leaders were. The disciples have been experiencing the height of Jesus' ministry for some time, and it seemed to many that this ministry would not stop growing, even in spite of Jesus warning them of his future imprisonment and execution. And, once he was gone, they would be the ones leading this faith revival, carrying his message to Jew and gentile just as he did. The crowds would continue to grow, only now they would be looking toward the disciples. The disciples would eventually have a golden opportunity to either help these people reaching out to God to be successful, or to abuse their trust for self-gain as the pharisees and teachers of the law had been doing.





	Even in today's day and age, it can still be easy to fool others into thinking we are a kind of person that we actually aren't. Just imagine how much easier it would be for those religious leaders to have been this way without gossip and leaks traveling at the speed of internet to keep them in check. So, when they felt the itch of greed and the push of peer-pressure, it was easy for that community to trend towards living up the benefits of their positions and merely putting on a show for others so that they could live whatever private life they chose to. All of the same conditions would be there for the disciples too, once Jesus had departed to be with our father. And, it would only take just a little of this sort of attitude to take root before their entire leadership would turn out the same way as the pharisees and teachers of the law.





	Just as a reminder of how they turned out, let's now go back to the beginning of the passage. As soon as Jesus had finished speaking, a pharisee invites Jesus to his house to eat together (37). Notice anything unusual here? Normally, these chief priests and teachers of the law just follow Jesus around and give him loaded questions in hopes that he would give them some reason, however small, to discredit him. Instead, this pharisee is buying Jesus lunch. Maybe they didn't get the message from the others. Maybe they didn't want to appear selfish to onlookers after Jesus' last sermon. Whatever the reason, Jesus, willing to share his words even with the proud and unrepentant, accepts their offer and enters his home.





	The situation immediately becomes tense, though, as Jesus didn't wash his hands along with the other pharisees and experts of the law before they began to eat. This was a long held tradition that changed over time from the washing of hands and feet of the high priest before entering the temple in the book of Exodus. A very important ritual to these people now. Look at verse 38. The verse says that the pharisee who had invited him in was honestly surprised that Jesus did not do this. At this point, we can see from his reaction that he was fully expecting Jesus to be one of their own, someone who followed these traditions and laws just like they did.





	Immediately, Jesus responds to this. However, it is not with an excuse or explanation, but rather by pointing out their own inner uncleanliness. Read verses 39-41. He calls them greedy and wicked, not holding back anything for the sake of politeness. Jesus rebuke to them to be generous to the poor shows us what was really on his mind. Their negative attitudes towards others, specifically the ones lacking property and title, were unclean, and as such rubbed off onto everyone else who came into contact with them, making them unclean in the same way.





	If the Pharisee was surprised before, he must have been truly in shock after that statement. But Jesus wasn't done yet. While he was here with this captive audience, he would speak as long as they would hear his words, even if they would not listen to them. He speaks a number of woes, first to the pharisees, then to the teachers of the law.





	Look at verse 42. These Pharisees followed the written law, every one of them, down to the letter. That was their life's work, their job. Or so they thought. In being a priest, it was their duty to take care of those under them, making sure that God's fairness and justice was spread with them as the earthly examples of it, and they neglected this. Furthermore, it seems that in their over attention to the written law, they had forgotten the author and loving God above all else. They really did hold the most important job of all, but they failed to carry out the core duties of the role.





	Now look at verse 43. Jesus says that these Pharisees love the most important seats in the synagogues and respectful greetings in the marketplaces. What's so wrong about that? First, it again represents a failure of their position. They enjoyed being honored, yet did not honor God nor enjoyed honoring others. Secondly, it shows that the Pharisees loved being superficially looked up to, simply having others say to them that they were someone who mattered, rather than having an actual impact on people's lives and being truly important.





	Look at verse 44. Jesus compares these Pharisees to unmarked graves. There's a twist here though. The Pharisees are clearly alive and well. In fact, at least one was even eating just moments ago. Jesus is referring instead to their spiritual self. They are spiritually dead on the inside, and yet nobody they come across knows that. But, in being spiritually dead, that meant they are also the most unclean thing to be in the presence of. In the Jewish faith, even being around a dead body meant that you become unclean. In a way, the same was true here, except that those who interacted with the Pharisees became spiritually unclean in the same way that they were.





	Now, at this point, one of the experts of the law could not stay quiet any longer, and told Jesus that they felt insulted by these woes. So, Jesus then begins to proclaim woes on the teachers of the law. Let's look at verse 46. It is a very important skill to be able to interpret God's word. Unfortunately, these experts did learn how to do that, but then followed up with learning how to interpret others interpretations, and then interpretations of those, and so on. The bottom foundations of their spiritual learning were the scriptures, but they stacked on top of this numerous commentaries, and then above that numerous laws. Then, being only the lawmaking body of that culture, they subjected all Jews to those laws without having a means or goal in helping others to follow the laws.





	Look at verses 47-51. This can seem a little confusing to those of us who have read ahead. Towards the end of each gospel there is an account of a member of the Jewish ruling council called Joseph of Arimathea, joined by another council member called Nicodemus in the gospel of John, and these men had taken Jesus' body after his crucifixion and laid it into a tomb. Yet, the actions of these men are not chastened in the narrative, but rather praised. Why is there such a difference here? Again, it is the superficial thinking. The two who buried Jesus did so out of respect for him. The experts of the law, however, only wanted to be perceived as having respect for the prophets, even as they remained ignorant of what the prophets had proclaimed. It was not their intention to show approval of what the ancestors had done. But, in their and continuing to take advantage of such situations as their ancestors had for self-gain, they too were just as guilty.





	With the next woe, Jesus takes this further. Look at verses 50-51 again. He claims that generation would be held responsible for the blood of all the prophets that had been shed so far. Jesus was referring here to the fact that they would help in accusing Jesus and having him killed. Because he came to fulfill all that the prophets had said, and was a far greater example of Godliness than any of them, this would be at least as bad as having murdered all of the prophets.





	Jesus has one last thing to say to them. Look at verse 52. This ties in with the first woe to the experts of the law. This time, Jesus is focusing on their supposed “expertise” of the law. For his last words to them, he states that they have claimed authority over the teaching of law while not properly understanding it, and in doing so they have both prevented themselves from understanding God's will for us and made it all but impossible for a true believer to succeed in doing it either.





	These guys really seem to be gripped by their egocentric mindset, don't they? Almost every interaction with others was just a show to validate their position and their own purpose, with which they continued to reap gains from. But, in doing this, they also continued to distance themselves away from God, pull others away from faith towards this “religion”, and remain entirely self-focused in their mindsets. Understandably, they now sought to undermine Jesus, so that they might justify themselves in spite of what Jesus had said earlier while at the same time punishing Jesus for speaking such blasphemies. Literally everything that Jesus had just accused them of (a self-serving attitude, pride, irreverence towards God and those sent by Him, and (worst of all) spiritual uncleanliness), came out all at once as they verbally attacked Him.





	Consider yourselves fortunate that you live in the age and place that you do. You are not physically persecuted for your beliefs. You are not forced to convert to another faith not of your own choosing. But most importantly, you can actually spend time with and know others of your faith community group, especially the leaders. You are a part of a community that isn't afraid to let a member in it know if they believe that member to be acting pridefully or selfishly, and doesn't consider that the end in itself. You love and care for these others at least as if they were your neighbors, and in most cases you receive that same love and care in return from them.





	With our community the way it is, hypocrisy at the level that the pharisees and teachers of the law had seems all but impossible to take root here; to carry a message such as that which Jesus taught, fulfill all expected obligations in following that faith, and then live one's life outside the church in an opposite manner. Many of us here have our stories about how we have come from a life like that, or are still struggling with that life. But, even the worst of what we do, or at least what we are willing to admit to, really isn't that bad when compared to this negative example set by the religious leaders of Jesus' time. In case you've forgotten it, let's read the key verse one more time, just 12:1b.





Luke 12:1b Jesus began to speak first to his disciples, saying: “Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.





	Even though we seem so distant from this sort of hypocrisy, it's still very dangerous and care needs to be taken to make sure it's not allowed to take root. The scary part is that this attitude only needs to be given root and allowed to grow a little before it becomes that sort of monster. To look at things relatively, comparing ourselves with this terrible example of the pharisees and teachers of the law, we might consider ourselves saints. It's important, though, that we always focus on our own lives objectively, always looking into it to make sure we continue to have God's love in ourselves, seeking to please him and take care of others, both neighbor and stranger. Rather than number off a list of examples of this like the teachers of the law would, I will keep this short and simple as Jesus did, just two things. First, if we are ignoring God and our relationship with him in our praise, worship, bible study, testimony writing, or fellowship, then we need to re-examine ourselves. Second, if we are not treating a specific person or group of people like we would normally treat ourselves and our friends, then we need to re-examine ourselves. As long as you do these things, you may not live a perfect life of faith, but you will be fully able to continue living your life of faith and being an example for others wanting to do the same.





	Just in case you feel you can't handle this task alone, let's take a glance at how Jesus taught his disciples to deal with it. Let's now look at verses 2-3. Jesus reminds them that God will be watching them, and will be holding them accountable for their actions. Those pharisees and teachers of the law, as Jesus had mentioned, no longer had a love or respect for God, but Jesus' disciples did, as do all of us who follow his message. They would care about what God thought of them, and would fear repercussions if considering an action that goes against Jesus' teachings. Then, in verse 4, he tells them again that there will be a resurrection, and that the pains of this life will not matter. So, they should not worry about whether or not they will be persecuted by the pharisees, teachers of the law, or anybody else for having followed Jesus and preached his words. In verse 5, Jesus delivers a warning against being like those religious leaders, the fear of the punishment of hell. But, at the same time, this is also Jesus telling them not to worry about what will happen to those that persecute them, because God will deal with them fairly. And lastly, in verses 6-7, Jesus reminds them of their worth in God's mind.





	All of these things have to do with God taking an active role in the disciples lives, and caring for them, just as he cares for all people. Honestly, if we can hold on to these things in following God, we are almost assured that, at the very least, our relationship with him will be right. Even if hypocrisy might find a place in our lives, it will not be allowed to grow, and it will not be allowed to remain for long. It will never become as blatant and self-serving as the religious leaders of old had let it become in their lives and ministry. This would be very important for the disciples, since they actually would be persecuted for their beliefs, pressured to recant their faith, and generally harassed for carrying Jesus' message. Let's read verses 8-12.





Luke 12:8 “I tell you, whoever publicly acknowledges me before others, the Son of Man will also acknowledge before the angels of God. 9 But whoever disowns me before others will be disowned before the angels of God. 10 And everyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven. 11 “When you are brought before synagogues, rulers and authorities, do not worry about how you will defend yourselves or what you will say, 12 for the Holy Spirit will teach you at that time what you should say.”





	These disciples would be tested. It would not be by God, Jesus, or even by their selves, though. They would be tested by the current religious authorities, who would take any measures to ensure that this heretical “Jesus” movement would finally be stamped out. The disciples would be looked down upon, mistreated, and in some cases killed. But, God and Jesus really needed them to remain faithful for this gospel message to stick. I can't imagine how God would feel if he needed to send his son down a second time because everyone forgot what happened the first time. Jesus also promises again that the Holy Spirit will guide them after he leaves earth, in case a few of them worried about public speaking.





	The disciples just would not have been able to fight God's fight if they became complacent and just went along with selfish urges, becoming hypocrites and the worst kind of living example that we could show others as Christians. In that line of thinking, may God help us heed take Jesus' warning to his disciples and keep hypocrisy out of our lives, that we may be free to do His work here on earth.


