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 “No one lights a lamp and puts it in a place where it will 
be hidden, or under a bowl.  Instead he puts it on its stand, so 
that those who come in may see the light.  Your eye is the lamp 
of your body.  When your eyes are good, your whole body also 
is full of light.  But when they are bad, your body also is full of 
darkness.  See to it, then that the light within you is not 
darkness.  Therefore, if your whole body is full of light, and no 
part of it dark, it will be completely lighted, as when the light of 
a lamp shines on you.” 
 When Jesus had finished speaking, a Pharisee invited him 
to eat with him; so he went in and reclined at the table.  But the 
Pharisee, noticing that Jesus did not first wash before the meal, 
was surprised. 
 Then the Lord said to him, “Now then, you Pharisees 
clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside you are full of 
greed and wickedness.  You foolish people!  Did not the one 
who made the outside make the inside also?  But give what is 
inside the dish, to the poor, and everything will be clean for 
you. 
 “Woe to you Pharisees, because you give God a tenth of 
your mint, rue and all other kinds of garden herbs, but you 
neglect justice and the love of God.  You should have practiced 
the latter without leaving the former undone. 

“Woe to you Pharisees, because you love the most 
important seats in the synagogues and greetings in the 
marketplaces. 
 “Woe to you, because you are like unmarked graves, 
which men walk over without knowing it.” 



 One of the experts in the law answered him, “Teacher, 
when you say these things, you insult us also.” 
 Jesus replied, “And you experts in the law, woe to you, 
because you load people down with burdens they can hardly 
carry, and you yourselves will not lift one finger to help them. 
 “Woe to you, because you build tombs for the prophets, 
and it was your forefathers who killed them.  So you testify that 
you approve of what your forefathers did; they killed the 
prophets, and you build their tombs.  Because of this, God in his 
wisdom said, ‘I will send them prophets and apostles, some of 
whom they will kill and others they will persecute.’  Therefore 
this generation will be held responsible for the blood of all the 
prophets that has been shed since the beginning of the world, 
from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who was 
killed between the altar and the sanctuary.  Yet, I tell you, this 
generation will be help responsible for it all. 
 “Woe to you experts in the law, because you have taken 
away the key to knowledge.  You yourselves have not entered, 
and you have hindered those who were entering.” 
 When Jesus left there, the Pharisees and the teachers of 
the law began to oppose him fiercely and to besiege him with 
questions, waiting to catch him in something he might say. 
 
SERMON: 
 
I want to tell you a little bit about Kelly.  Kelly lives in Georgia 
and for the past decade or so, she has been working with 
inmates in the Georgia Penitentiary System and she has 
especially been, you know, working with the females in the 
system and helping them get their GED’s, helping them learn 
household skills, helping them learn better parenting skills, 
working with them in vital city situations; she has really just 
given her life to this ministry and it’s a remarkable turnaround.  
When she became a Christian, she had a lot in her past that 



would make a lot of folks blush, so it’s pretty remarkable that 
this woman, through freedom in Christ, has been able to turn 
around her own life and then been able to spread that peace, 
that Shalom, that justice with others as well.  But there’s a hitch 
and a catch to this story:  Kelly is a ward of the State.  She lives 
on Death Row.   
 
You see in 1997, she with her lover conspired to kill her 
husband and her lover took a plea bargain and she went to 
court and she was found guilty of conspiracy to murder, and 
she’s guilty of that, she freely admits that, and so she was 
sentenced to death in the state of Georgia, and she went into 
the penitentiary system and while she was there in her 
brokenness she became a Christian.  Then she began to give 
back and she began to minister and serve so much so that the 
state uses her as a model and an example for other prisoners to 
follow, and yet at the same time, Kelly is on Death Row.  In fact, 
there is a chance that within the next two months Georgia will 
execute her unless there is a major intervention by public 
opinion weighing in on the officials that are responsible for 
that decision. 
 
In 2010, the United States was 5th globally in executions behind 
China, Iran, North Korea and Yemen, good company to be with 
on any list, right?  It’s interesting because Kelly is the sort that 
we would look at and say, we would really hope that everyone 
who is sentenced to serve out for their crimes would 
experience what Kelly has experienced.  We want true change 
in a person so that they no longer are a drain or a threat to 
society but they are blessing and benefitting society.    
 
What’s interesting in the state of Georgia especially what they 
have run into is a majority of the opposition to clemency for 
her has come from white Christians.  Nationally in a 2013 poll, 



the majority of white Christians supported the death penalty.  
The reason I say white Christians is because it’s the exact 
inverse of that when you factor in African-American or 
Hispanic Christians, the percentages flip-flop almost exactly.  
It’s really interesting that those followers of the Prince of Peace 
who was executed for His crimes against the state by the 
Romans would be the opposition to clemency and mercy for 
someone who has turned around their life and served for their 
crimes. 
 
It’s interesting to me because one of the temptations with this 
morning’s passage is for us to read back 2000 years ago and 
say, “It’s a good thing that I’m not a Pharisee,” and it’s a good 
thing that you’re not a Pharisee; that would really annoy me!  
I’m just being straightforward with you! 
 
But here’s the thing.   I am a Pharisee.  I have the opportunity 
to be a Pharisee everyday!  When we come to scripture, one of 
the temptations is always to say, “Good thing I’m not like them” 
and beat our chest about it and walk away without letting it 
really sit with us.  But the truth of scripture, the way scripture 
really works, really begins to work in our hearts and our lives 
is when we first say, “No, I’m in this story.  This is my story as 
well as their story.” 
 
You see, it’s easy to bang up on the Pharisees, it’s real easy to 
do that, and scripture sets it up well for us; but here’s the thing, 
when we do that, it shuts us off from learning, growing and 
possibly being convicted by the Holy Spirit for the very similar 
things.  So when we look at this passage, let’s resist the 
temptation to pick on the Pharisees.  Let’s instead put 
ourselves in the shoes of the Pharisees and see if maybe there’s 
something that could speak to us in this. 
 



So Sandy began with the section that we already read last week 
when Jesus is talking about the light of your life.  Now if you 
remember, we talked a little bit about ancient anatomy and the 
way they understood the way the eyes worked.  It’s not so 
much we understand now that light comes into your eye and 
then it redirects your brain and you are able to see because of 
the light that comes into your eye.  In the ancient world, they 
believed that you saw because light came out of you to 
illuminate the world around you, and Jesus gives a great word 
of caution in there to make sure that whatever light in you is 
really light and it is not darkness.  Then from there He goes to 
lunch.  One of the Pharisees invites Him into his home and says, 
“Will you come and have lunch with me?”  And Jesus goes into 
his home and the first thing He does is insult His host by not 
washing His hands first. 
 
Now, I don’t know how many of you have been at the table and 
you’ve noticed somebody coming off of something really 
grubby and that and then they sit down and they haven’t 
washed their hands and you can see that?  It can be a little 
unnerving if you’re the sort of folks who, you know, worry 
about bacteria things like that, maybe you don’t shake their 
hand as quickly if you know that, but for them it was just more 
than bacteria, it was about ritual purity.  One of the ways you 
honored God as a Pharisee was you made sure to wash your 
hands, so that whatever you were receiving would also be 
clean; it was a sign of humility that acknowledged that “I am a 
sinner and I need purified, I need God’s grace!”   
 
So when Jesus walks in and doesn’t wash His hands, 
immediately it is an insult to His host because “when in Rome 
you do as the Romans do” right?  When you’re in somebody 
else’s house, you abide by the rules of their house.  So in this 
situation, Jesus immediately insults His host.  His host notices 



this though but graciously doesn’t say anything; he’s a very 
gracious host, he doesn’t call out his guest for His rude 
manners, but instead, Jesus, knowing what he was thinking, 
because usually when we are thinking something like that, it 
comes across in our non-verbals, doesn’t it?  And Jesus reads 
this and He knows what’s going on and so He calls him out on 
it.  In fact, not only does He insult him the first time, but then 
he ramps it up, and He pushes even harder on him and here’s 
what He says to him: the Lord said to him, “Now you Pharisees 
clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside you’re full of 
greed and wickedness.  You foolish people!  Did not one who 
made the outside make the inside also?  But give what is inside 
the dish to the poor and everything will be clean for you.” 
 
Now if you come over to the Strick house, there is a tradition 
we have after every meal.  We take the dish you just dirtied up, 
and we wash it, but we only wash the outside, so if you’re first 
over to our house for a meal, it’s great when there’s new dishes 
and they’re clean, but after the fifth or sixth guest we have over 
at the house, it gets a little tough to even see what you’re 
drinking because of all the crud that’s in there from the other 
four people who drank out of that cup before you. 
 
How many of you want to come over for lunch today?  
(Laughter)  (We have one faithful back there, good for you!)  
(Laughter)    
 
No, Jesus just gives a simple piece of wisdom here, right?  If you 
wash the inside of the cup, what happens to the outside of the 
cup?  It becomes clean as well!  If you wash the outside of the 
cup, what happens to the inside of the cup?  You might not 
have gotten it all, and it’s just a simple warning.  And what He 
calls them out on is they are the cup, they themselves, their 
hearts are the inside of the cup; their lives are the outside of 



the cup.  Everything on the outside for a Pharisee looks very 
good and put together.  They were the sort who showed up in 
church every Sunday if they would have had church, but it was 
a synagogue!   
 
They were the sort who always made sure to give the proper 
amount.  They were very generous, but at the same time, they 
could hold back and what Jesus calls them out on is the inside, 
the condition of their hearts.  He actually says it’s full of greed 
and wickedness and the way you clean it is not by chugging 
dish soap, the way you clean your heart is by being generous.  
“Take what is inside and give it to the poor,” is what He says.  
So one of the ways that we would become generous is by being 
generous.   
 
One of the ways we get rid of greed and wickedness in our life 
is by being generous with our material possessions with those 
who are suffering, who are hurting, who are in need. 
 
Now there’s something to mention here at this point, when He 
talks about giving to the poor, the Jewish tradition of giving to 
the poor, they lived in many small communities most of the 
time.  They knew personally those who did not have material 
goods; they were neighbors, they were family members, there 
was relationship there.  It’s easy for us in our fast and chaotic 
and distant world to say, “We’re going to cut a check to Love In 
the Name of Christ” or “We’re going to cut a check to the 
Benevolence Fund at St. Peter’s First” or “This is what we’re 
going to do” and that’s fulfilled our obligation for it, but alms 
giving in the ancient world was different than charity giving in 
the modern world. 
 
Alms giving necessarily had relationship involved with it, 
because ultimately when we talk about being poor, we’re not 



just talking about material wealth, we’re talking about other 
ways of being poor: relationships, wisdom for living, there’s all 
sorts of things that go into that.  The way lives change is 
through relationship.  So it’s not enough to just send your 
check in the mail, you’ve got to give of yourself as well. 
 
When Jesus says, “Give what’s on the inside to the poor,” He’s 
not just talking about the food in your cupboard or your 
pantry, He’s talking about the very attitude of your heart.  If 
you recoil or pull back from somebody who is not dressed as 
nicely or maybe smells a little funny or has tattoos up and 
down or whatever it might be, that’s a sign that there’s 
something in the inside of your heart that needs cleaned out. 
 
You see, the Pharisees were good folks, it was a lay revival 
movement, and in fact they thought that the way they would 
help the Messiah return and deliver Israel was that they would 
pull back from the world, and they would keep themselves 
pure from the people around them; they were especially big on 
expelling the foreigners, you know what I mean?  They just 
couldn’t stand the Greeks and the Romans.  The Romans had 
occupied them, the Greeks had taken over, so that, you know, 
any time that they went in the marketplace and they were 
exchanging goods, they had to speak Greek at that point, they 
couldn’t speak Arabic anymore because so many people 
wouldn’t learn Arabic so they had to start picking up Greek so 
they could make it in the marketplace, and they wanted to 
drive them out, militarily however it might be, they wanted 
God to drive out all the foreigners from their land so it could be 
just their land and they could be pure before God, and yet in 
the process of their zeal for the messiah, they reject the 
messiah that’s in front of them because He doesn’t fit that 
equation for them. 
 



He goes on with a list of woes for them; He gives six different 
woes, things that Jesus is cautioning about.  Remember His 
word of wisdom in verse 35 was: “Be sure that the light inside 
of you is not darkness” and then He goes to lunch with that 
situation.  Well, here’s what the inside out looks like here, the 
six woes: 
 
The first we see with the Pharisees, He calls them out on it, “If 
you tithe, you give a tenth on all your spices, your mint and 
your rue.”  How many of you tithe on the spices in your 
cupboard?  You see the Pharisees had it going on, I mean they 
were zealous for God, they were doing those things, but what’s 
He say they’re lacking?  They lack concern for justice and love 
of God because justice and love of God are bound up and 
intertwined all throughout the Hebrew and Christian 
scriptures.  So they give their ten percent; they even give ten 
percent on the food in their cupboards, but they are neglecting 
justice and love of God.  And Jesus doesn’t say, “Don’t worry 
about the ten percent in your cupboard,” He says, “Yeah, keep 
dong that!  If you want to do that, go ahead and do that, that’s 
great, but don’t neglect justice and the love of God.” 
 
He continues on how they love the important seats and the 
place in the marketplace.  I get a kick every time I see my name 
in the paper, because they always say it’s the Reverend Richard 
Strick, and I’ve tried to explain it to them many, many times; 
I’ve tried it jokingly and I’ve tried it seriously!   
 
The first time I said, “Look, I haven’t done enough to warrant 
being called reverend yet, so you know, give it 15-20 years 
until we do that;” they didn’t get the joke, they keep doing it. 
 
So I explained to them, “No, reverend is a title that is appointed 
to you by a body, usually it’s from a bishop conferring the title 



onto you, I’m not a reverend.”  They still publish reverend all 
the time, because our world likes titles.  We like titles because 
it shows proper respect to somebody, and it shows a way of 
respecting them.  Where it becomes an issue is when the 
person demands titles; that’s where it becomes an issue in 
their own heart. 
 
I’ve got a friend who recently led some singing and worship 
time for a large gathering of Christians, and they asked him, 
“How did you want to be introduced?”  And he said, “Well, I 
really don’t want to be introduced” because he prefers to just 
kind of work in the background, and they said, “Oh, really?”  
And they told him a story of how one time they had somebody 
and they didn’t introduce him properly and the person walked 
away angry because they didn’t get the proper recognition they 
were after.  It’s easy to become a Pharisee if you don’t watch 
out to make sure the light in you is really light and not 
darkness.   
 
Then He goes on and He goes for the jugular with the Pharisees 
and He says, “Woe to you because you’re like tombs and you’re 
unmarked, and when people walk over you they become 
unclean.”  Remember the whole point of the Pharisees was 
they were pulling back so they could be pure and they could 
honor God, and so He goes right to the heart of their purity and 
says, “Not only are you not pure, you’re defiling the people 
around you because of what you’re doing, because of the way 
you’re neglecting justice and love of God, because of the way 
you desire attention in the synagogues, because of the way you 
desire to have the seat of honor in those places.  You’re defiling 
the people around you because they look up to you, they’re 
following you, they see you as somebody to follow as a model 
and example for their life.”  And at that point, He gets 
interrupted.  There’s a legal expert at the table who says, 



“Teacher, don’t you realize that when you say these things to 
the Pharisees, you insult us as well!”  And Jesus says, “You 
know, I didn’t realize that, I’m sorry for offending you.”  No!   
He gives them both barrels doesn’t He?  He comes back at him 
and says, “Oh, don’t worry, I got three for you too!”  Okay, so 
we Segway here, and He gives three warnings to the teachers 
of the law how they put burdens on others that are really 
heavy and they weigh them down and they give them all sorts 
of requirements, like maybe just the simple requirement of you 
have to wash your hands before you eat; whatever it might be, 
they come up with all these burdens, these additions to the law 
of how you’re supposed to be, what you’re supposed to do 
because they’re afraid of dishonoring God, and so with that 
then, He says, you put these burdens down on people and 
they’re really heavy, and you don’t even lift a finger to help 
them with those burdens.” 
 
One of the primary ways that scripture talks about sin is a 
burden that weighs us down; it’s a heavy thing and what he is 
saying to them is “you’re adding burdens to their lives; you’re 
not helping.”   
 
This morning, there are probably folks in this room who are 
carrying heavy burdens.  Paul says one of the best ways to 
fulfill the law of God is to bear one another’s burdens.  If you 
know someone whose got a burden, it’s not Jesus-like to heap 
more burdens on them.   It’s Jesus-like to help them with the    
burden.   It’s about liberating that load, helping them grow up 
and stand up in the dignity of Christ so that they can begin to 
serve and use their gifts and glorify God as well, and then He 
really gets after them.  Notice what He does here next:  “Woe to 
you because you build tombs for the prophets, and it was your 
forefathers who killed them, so you testify that you approve of 
what your fathers did, they killed the prophets and you build 



their tombs.”  Because of this, God in His wisdom said, “I will 
send them prophets and apostles, some of whom they will kill 
and others they will prosecute.”  Therefore, this generation will 
be held responsible for the blood of all the prophets that have 
been shed from the beginning of the world, from the blood of 
Abel to the blood of Zachariah who was killed between the 
altar and the sanctuary.  Yes, I tell you this generation will be 
held responsible for it all.” 
 
There’s actually a stair-step argument here.  There’s some 
parallelism going on, so, if you think of it this way:  You think of 
some stair steps, conveniently placed (Pastor Richard is 
pointing to the steps in front of the sanctuary) I’m glad we 
thought that out ahead of time.  “Woe to you because you build 
tombs for the prophets and it was your forefathers who killed 
them, so you testify that you approve of what your forefathers 
did.  They killed the prophets and you build the tombs.”  
There’s this parallelism is reinforcement that because your 
fathers killed the prophets and you build the tombs, you’re 
approving of that, and you’re owning it, you’re saying, “Yes 
that’s our history and our heritage and we’re proud of it!  We 
take ownership of it.” 
 
And He goes on to say that God was sending the prophets and 
the apostles who are going to come and they’re going to killed 
and they’re going to be persecuted, they are not going to be 
received, but He’s going to send them anyway because the 
truth needs proclaimed in those situations, and that 
generation, that generation will be held responsible for the 
blood of all the prophets that have been shed from the 
beginning of the world.  Then He makes this reference to Abel.  
How many of you remember the story of Cain and Abel? 
 



Abel was the brother who honored God with his act of worship 
and Cain was the brother who didn’t quite honor God with his 
act of worship and his solution to that was to let jealousy take 
hold of him so he murdered his brother.  His brother Abel was 
the first blood shed in the scriptures. 
 
Zachariah was killed in the temple courts and was the last 
death and murder of the Old Testament, and what Jesus has 
said all the blood from the beginning of the blood and to the 
end of the book is being placed and held to account for this 
generation who wouldn’t listen, who wouldn’t get on board 
with what God was calling them to be in the world.   And He 
expands that definition of prophet out to human because 
humans are made in the image of God and have the ability to 
reflect God’s truth to the world around them. 
 
Then a final woe:  “Woe to you experts in the law, because you 
have taken away the key to knowledge and you, yourselves 
have not entered, and you’ve hindered those who were 
entering.”  They key to knowledge sounds like a pretty 
important thing, right?  I mean if we had a key to knowledge 
somewhere, we would probably keep it up on the altar under 
lock and key and let it out occasionally so that you would 
know. 
 
You see that’s how Pharisees work, right?   You have the key to 
knowledge so you put it under lock and key, so you need 
another set of keys to get to the key! (Laughter)  Yeah, that’s 
how that works, that’s how easy it is to do that.  
 
The key of knowledge that Jesus is talking about here is the 
wisdom of the prophets who proclaim the truth of God to the 
society around them and said, “This is what justice looks like.  
This is what love looks like, this is what mercy looks like” and 



the world would not receive them, even the very religious folks 
seeking to honor God wouldn’t receive that message and so 
they killed them, thus taking away the key to knowledge. 
 
The key of knowledge begins with fear of the Lord recognizing 
that the Lord is the Lord of all creation so we want to seek to 
honor and serve Him in all we say and so.  What was the thing 
the Pharisees were neglecting in spite their tithing?  Justice and 
the love of God; these things are bound up together.  If you love 
God, you will desire justice and you will work for justice in the 
world and contrary to some modern opinions, there is no such 
thing as private justice.  All justice is social.  Justice is what love 
looks like in public, is the way Cornel West describes it.  When 
we love God we seek justice for our neighbors, we seek love for 
our neighbors as well.  In fact, you could almost say that the 
way that we love God best is by loving our neighbors as 
ourselves, by making sure we fulfill the law of love is the way 
that Paul talks about it in Romans.   
 
This love of justice and love of God that liberates the burdens 
of others; this is what Jesus is pointing us to is staying, “No, 
that’s the point of religion is to compel love and worship of God 
by love and justice for your neighbor.”  So it pulls together and 
transforms our hearts and it raises a question for us: what is it 
that really defiles us in life?  What is it that brings us purity and 
holiness that God desires for us? Because how we answer that 
question determines a lot of how we look at things; how we 
assess and analyze a problem determines the solution that 
we’re going to come up with.  If we see it as just “my private 
connection with God and it’s all just about my personal piety 
and it’s not about the rest of you or how I relate to the rest of 
you”, it’s going to limit the scope of answers, isn’t it?  But if I 
understand that God has created all and God has called all to 
reflect His image, it’s going to change the way I look at what 



makes me clean or unclean, and that’s the sort of question 
Jesus is raising for them because it all started with cleanliness, 
right?  If you just wash your hands before the meal, you’re 
clean because you’re following the right ritual, the right 
tradition and Jesus is saying, “No, it’s much deeper than that; 
it’s the attitude of the heart that displays itself in the actions 
toward your neighbor, that’s the thing that really matters!” 
That’s the thing that brings the cleanliness that God desires. 
You might call it “sanctification” being set apart for God’s 
purposes in the world. 
 
What does religion do for you and for others?  Does it make 
you a more loving person?  Does it make a person who is 
concerned with justice in the world?  Does it make a person 
who is concerned with liberating the burdens of others?  God is 
best honored and known by people who do those things. 
 
The prophets railed against worship without mercy and 
justice; it was empty; in fact they called it “clinging gongs in the 
streets and they said that your incense you burn actually 
annoyed God’s nostrils; He wanted nothing to do with that kind 
of worship, but if you loved justice and you demonstrated 
mercy and you walked humbly with God, that was the sort of 
worship and worshippers that God was after; those with 
generous eyes to see the image of God in everyone around 
them, to practice that generosity in concrete ways.   
 
Now here’s the good news if you’re feeling heavy-laden right 
now with burdens:  Jesus doesn’t condemn the Pharisees in 
this or the legal experts or His followers or any other rest of 
humanity in this.  He speaks truth and He speaks woes to them, 
but notice even from the very beginning with that whole 
tithing thing:  You should do the former without neglecting the 
latter.  In the rebuke is an invitation, “This is what you’ve been 



doing, come follow Me and get on board with the other stuff 
too!”  It’s an invitation to go deeper, to get it right, it’s not a “I’m 
sorry, we’re closed for business, maybe you can come back on 
Monday!”  No, Jesus is open for business with them, and He’s 
rebuking them so they’ll see the truth in what needs changed in 
their lives because so often for so many of us, remember what I 
said about it’s easy to become a Pharisee.  We think we’ve got it 
together, we think we’ve got it figured out.  Jesus is constantly 
providing a rebuke, a correction and an invitation to set down 
our burdens and take up the sort of cross that He’s occupied 
with, which He said is easy and light, because it’s no longer 
preoccupied with the image stuff that takes up so much of our 
time and energy but it’s focused instead on real transforming 
work. 
 
How many of you have ever had a really difficult task or 
assignment in life?  All of you have, I know that.  It was hard, 
wasn’t it?  It took you to the limits of your abilities.  You 
weren’t sure if you’d be able to do it, were you?  How did it feel 
when you did it?  Like a heavy burden had been taken off of 
your shoulders, huh? 
 
There’s a reason why Jesus says discipleship is like taking up a 
cross.  It’s hard.  Being generous with others is hard work, isn’t 
it?  Loving your enemies is hard work, but there’s a freedom 
and joy that comes in that obedience that makes it feel like the 
lightest burden because you get to celebrate their wins when 
people become captivated by God’s love that you’ve 
demonstrated to them and as a result of that, they are 
transformed and made new and you multiple the hands on 
deck.  It’s like you’re automatically recruiting constantly and 
inviting people to join in the work, and many hands make 
what?  Light work!  So we’re constantly inviting.   
 



There’s always a rebuke and an invitation to the Pharisees and 
to us from Jesus as we listen and we enter into this, we then 
allow others to hear it as well, and so the caution here is to 
make sure you don’t miss the forest from the tree in front of 
you.  That’s what happened to the Pharisees.  They got fixated 
on one thing and they were thinking, “No Jesus you need to be 
concerned with this.  Do you see this tree over here?  Do you 
see this tree?  You need to be concerned with this tree, look at 
the leaves on it?  You need to be concerned with this tree.” 
 
And Jesus is saying, “Whoa guys, step back!  Look at the whole 
field in front of you!  Look at what really is going on in the 
world.” 
 
Tony Campollo used to give a talk, he doesn’t do it as much 
anymore, because everyone expects it anymore, but at the 
beginning of the talk he would go around especially to 
Christian Liberal Arts Universities and oftentimes the kids that 
he had there were kids who were good church kids growing 
up, they grew up in good homes and, you know, they’re very 
careful with their words, and usually he would begin the talk 
by swearing, somewhere in the introduction.  He would say a 
four-letter word and then he would get all the way around to 
the end of the talk.  The rest of the talk was all taking about 
poverty in the world, people starving around the world, how 
many kids were going to die before the end of the talk.  You’ve 
seen these commercials; you’ve felt those things, the guilt and 
the burden that comes with a message like that, right? 
 
And in the conclusion he would say, “Now, there’s a segment of 
you here in this room who are more concerned about the fact 
that I swore in the introduction than that x-amount of people 
died of starvation in our world during the course of this 
lecture”, and his point with that, whether you agree with his 



method or not, was that we can let the tree in front of us 
distract us from the bigger concerns.  We can let that thing 
that’s probably not that big in the grand scheme of things, 
distract us from getting on board with the real work that’s in 
the heart of God, which is a love of justice and a love of God, 
and when we do those things, the rest of these things seem to 
fall in place.  
 
For me personally, the reason why I get up in the morning and 
I do what I do in the community and with this congregation is 
because I believe we can be a people who are in and joining 
with God in His kingdom work.   
 
When I look out and I see friends and familiar faces and new 
faces here in this congregation, I see a people that will 
collectively give and pull in the same direction so that we 
might be concerned with the things that weigh on the heart of 
God.  That we might demonstrate a personal and corporate 
faith that is loving and liberating, that is inviting repentance for 
us and for them because, as one of my friends recently said, 
“We is they.” There’s no real separation.   
 
The good news for us is good news for them as well, and we 
proclaim that and we invite, and that this could be a 
congregation that believes deeply in collaborative unity with 
other congregations, that we celebrate with our fellow 
Christians in this community and around the world, when we 
see blessings in their ministries, and that we mourn with those 
who are mourning or hurting or in transition; that we would be 
a people who are learning to love neighbor and God through 
justice and true worship.  That we would be learning freedom 
in Christ that liberates us from our burdens, the burdens that 
are weighing you down this morning, the burdens that are 
weighing your neighbor down, that there would be liberation 



in Christ from those things and that we would be liberating 
others as well.  That our congregation would proclaim by word 
and deed the good news, the gospel, that Jesus is the liberating 
Lord that lays down His life for His creation and takes up His 
life again in the resurrection for His creation and that He is 
Lord of all creation, and that is beautiful good news, especially 
if you’ve seen the variety of personalities leading the nations of 
the world lately, or you’ve seen the variety of personalities that 
want to lead the world lately.  It’s good news that Jesus is Lord 
because we don’t have to put our hope in any sort of political 
process, even though we’re going to engage in it.  
 
Our hope is always in Christ and His lordship. 
 
You see, Huntington needs the good news that God graciously 
invites us all to join Him in His redemptive and restoring work 
with sinners of all kinds, even you and me!  And those of you 
who are in situations where you rub shoulders day-to-day with 
those who, you might look down on or say, “That person is the 
worst of the dregs” you have an incredible opportunity. 
 
As our song leaders are coming forward, I want to invite you to 
be aware that in your life, especially those of you who come 
shoulder-to-shoulder with folks who are beaten down, who 
maybe don’t smell right, who maybe don’t do the right things, 
maybe they make really stupid decisions, they really might, you 
have an opportunity to come alongside of them and with the 
power of the Holy Spirit working with them in love and justice, 
to make sure that the inside of their cup gets cleaned out just 
as well as the outside so that they can receive the gifts of God 
and the blessings of God and ultimately they can begin to truly 
reflect the image of God that is already within them as a dearly 
beloved child, and they might become our brother and sister in 



Christ and as Christ reknits their humanity, they become a 
testimony to the power of the gospel for salvation all us each. 
 
 
 


