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unChristian: Is the Church Hypocritical?

Matthew 23:1-12

Sunday, January 24, 2010

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

Is the church getting it wrong? That’s the question we are asking ourselves these next few weeks. Last week we heard about David Kinnaman’s book “unChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity. . . And Why it Matters.” Based on the research of the Barna Group, a well-known and respected research and polling organization in the Christian world, there is a huge sector of our young adults in America who are rejecting Christianity. 40% of persons between the ages of 16 and 29 are what Kinnaman considers outsiders to Christianity with the vast majority of them having a bad impression of Christianity to the point that they don’t want to be associated with it.

And it isn’t that these young people aren’t spiritual or don’t believe in God. The greater majority of them do. It isn’t that they are anti-Jesus. Just the opposite. They admire Jesus and respect his ideals. They just don’t think that those who call themselves Christian look like very much like Jesus.

And it is more than simple youthful rebellion, according to Kinnaman. It is not the typical “leave the church for a while when you first get a chance to spread your wings.” These young people are rejecting the status quo of the church and see it as an entity that has strayed from its original purposes.

Those of us on the inside of Christianity might want to raise our defenses against such accusations. “It’s not true, they just don’t understand.” To some degree that may be accurate, but the perception still persists, so for them it is real. I think if we were really honest with ourselves, we would admit that there is something about what this young generation is saying that resonates with our spiritual journey. We owe it to ourselves and to them to take a closer look. And if we are getting it wrong, let’s work on getting it right. Especially since our ministry physically exists right in the center of this demographic. Christ first invites us to be in ministry where we are. And to answer Kinnaman’s subtitle “What a new Generation really thinks about Christianity… and Why It Matters”, being at the campus of a large university, we are in the midst of perhaps the greatest mission field of our day. That’s why it should matter to us -- let alone that we are talking about our own children, grandchildren, and family members.

So basically what Kinnaman and the research group did was to take 20 or so words or phrases, half negative and half positive, that people could use to describe a religious faith and asked people to indicate if they thought these phrases described present day Christianity. Those in the 16-29 age group, overwhelmingly said that the Christian Church is antihomosexual, judgmental, hypocritical, too involved in politics, out of touch with reality, insensitive to others, and closed-minded.

We introduced this last week by talking about bumper stickers -- how what we see on someone’s bumper often gives us a perception of the person driving the car. We talked about the person with an icthus, a fish symbol, a symbol that connotes “I am a Christian” on their car, driving and gesturing like he was anything but Christian, so that perhaps what we really saw was this (a car with a bumper sticker “unchristian”).

And that is how so many young people perceive us. They see the label we wear - “Christian.” But they don’t see us acting on our own Christian ideals and values. 
When we pass them on the road of life, this seems to more accurately describe what they see (A slide of a bumper sticker that says “hypocritical” is shown to the congregation). Eighty-five percent of this young demographic see present day Christianity as hypocritical. 
The word hypocrisy comes from the Greek hypokrisis, or hypokrites, which means “play-acting,” taking on a persona that is not you. The word was not a negative word in ancient Greece. It belonged to the stage. If you were an actor it was good to be a hypocrite.

We can perhaps blame Demosthenes for the negative connotation hypocrite. In 4th century BC Athens, the great orator and politician Demosthenes ridiculed his rival Aeschines, who had been a successful actor before taking up politics, ridiculed him as a hypokrites. His skill at impersonating characters on stage made him an untrustworthy politician. 

And it is certainly the way that Jesus was using it when 13 times in the Gospel of Matthew he ridicules the religious leaders for being hypocrites, for being pretenders -- they were play-acting at being the people of God, but they really hadn’t gotten the point.

Now there are various kinds of hypocrisies. Some are more serious than others. Some are more offensive than others. Some are innocuous in nature. Like the story Adam Hamilton tells about a “good-ole-boy” down in Texas. He and his two brothers drank together regularly. Every day at five-o-clock, they would meet up at the bar and have a drink. Well, they each moved away to different parts of the country, but they made an agreement. They agreed that every day at five-o-clock, they would go to the bar and each would order three beers and they would drink together in absentia. 

This one brother found a bar that he would go to and every day he ordered three beers and he would take a drink from one, then he would take a drink from the other, then the third. One day the barmaid, rather curious, asked him, “Why don’t you let me just bring you out one beer at a time.” He said, “Oh no, you don’t understand. My two brothers and I no longer live close to one another so we made this agreement that every day at five we would each go to a bar and order three drinks like we used to. This is just a way to keep us connected and thinking about each other.

One day a few months later, he comes in looking rather forlorn and orders just two beers. He drank from one then drank from the other. Then the barmaid came over and said, “I don’t want to intrude, but I am sorry for you loss. What happened to your brother?”
He said, “Oh, no, no, no. My brothers are fine. My wife and I joined the Baptist church about a month ago, and I gave up drinking, but my brothers have no problem with it.

Well, that would be one form of hypocrisy, but I don’t think that is what Jesus had in mind. I think what Jesus had in mind is when you have one who purports to be a very serious, committed Christian going around telling others how to be serious, committed Christians, but his life doesn’t line up with that; and his approach to faith makes other people feel small.

Adam Hamilton’s Church, Church of the Resurrection UMC, did some of their own interviews with young people because of the findings in Kinnaman’s UnChristian. A young woman talked about a good friend of hers who claims to be a “hardcore” Christian, but she knows that he “smokes weed, drinks, and lies.”
Hamilton said that his guess isn’t that she had a problem with the fact that he smokes weed, drinks, or even lies, but that he claims to be a “hardcore” Christian and does these things. That is, he claims to be serious about his faith, talks about his faith, wants others to share his faith, but at the same time, lives this way. He doesn’t practice what he preaches.

This is the hypocrisy that Jesus was talking about. William Barclay, one of the great New Testament scholars, wrote this: “Of all sins, hypocrisy is the easiest to fall into, and of all sins it is the most sternly condemned.”  (New Testament Words, pg 143)

Well, Jesus did speak a lot about hypocrisy, and many believe that the reason the Jewish authorities insisted that Rome crucify him is because he exposed their hypocrisy. So let’s take a look at some of what Jesus said in Matthew about hypocrisy. And I want to ask this question. Is there anything he says to the first century Jewish leaders that might apply to 21st century Christians? Let’s take a look at the Sermon on the Mount. Matthew chapter six:

Matthew 6:2-4 

So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

He continues in verse five:

Matthew 6:5-6

And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

And once more he says:

Matthew 6:16-18

And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

These folks were giving to the needy, they were praying, and they were fasting. Those were all good things to do, I think. So what was the problem? The problem was their motive. They were giving to the needy so that they could be seen by other people and be praised for what they did. They were praying and fasting so that everyone would notice how good they were. So their spirituality wasn’t about connecting with God, it was about winning the admiration of other people. Do you think Christians ever struggle with these things today? We are all a mixed bag of motives. It is hard to make sure your motives are pure all the time. It’s the desire to be affirmed and praised and in the limelight. It’s hard, and we need to be careful whether we are using God, or we are letting God use us. And it is a fine line between the two. I need to give Adam Hamilton credit for that line of thought and that turn of a phrase. But I think it nails our hypocrisy dilemma. 

Jesus continues in Matthew 7:
Matthew 7:3-5

Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye? Or how can you say to your neighbor, “Let me take the speck out of your eye”, while the log is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.

Jesus was speaking to the religious authorities and those who followed them, about how quick they were to point out the shortcomings of other people. Have you ever noticed how easy it is to condemn others for a fault that you don’t struggle with or that you have conquered? And you always place those things higher on the egregious scale than whatever “little fault” that you’ve yet to control. And pretty soon we see ourselves as better than the other. That’s when we fall into the most dangerous pit on our spiritual journey -- when we fall into spiritual pride and we think that we are better than others. Hypocrisy.

Our Scripture lesson, which was read to us earlier is from the 23rd chapter of Matthew. The whole chapter is dedicated to hypocrisy. Many believe that this is the chapter that likely got Jesus killed. He is in Jerusalem. It is the last week of his life. He is speaking to the religious leaders and one verse after another he says, “Woe unto you Scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites.” And he accuses them of practicing all the showy piety but neglecting the more important things like justice, and mercy, and faith.

Now to be fair, the Pharisees really did want to be holy before God. That’s why they took all the laws of Moses to the nth degree and then beyond. But it took them to a place where they began to look down on others, and they needed to separate themselves from others so as not to be soiled by them. They wouldn’t associate with sinners, or even other good Jews who just didn’t view things in quite the same way.

Does it sound at all like the Christian Church of the 21st century, where we have a litmus test for just about everything? If you accept this kind of people, you’re out. If you don’t say this creed, or use this particular word for your understanding of salvation you are out. If you don’t baptize in this way or if you don’t say these words for the Lord’s Supper, you’re out. All this from the people who worship the one who says this: “The world will know you are my disciples. . .” how? Not by that fact that you have the right formula, not by the fact that you have the right understanding, but, “The world will know that you are my disciples in the way that you love one another.”
It is easy for our faith to go only skin deep. It’s harder to let it permeate our hearts and our values, and what we think, and what we do when no one else is looking. Are we able to care for the more important issues, the big things that God cares about, like justice and mercy, to give up a life style so that others might have something to eat? We live in a world where 30 thousand children die of disease and malnutrition every day, but we worry about what kind of music will be played in worship.

I think some of our young outsiders have something to remind us of when it comes to how we ought to be as Christians. 85% of them have told us that when they think of us, when they think of Christians, they think of hypocrites. And I think they mean all the things about which Jesus warns the Pharisees. Do we look more like Pharisees than like Christ?

Unfortunately, yes. I think I do. My confession to you is more times than not, I look more like a Pharisee than Christ. I see this person I want to be, and I’m just not there yet.

Here’s the thing. I don’t think most non-Christians, the outsiders, expect us to be perfect. One of these young people said to David Kinnaman, “It doesn’t bother me that you Christians are hypocrites. We are all hypocrites. The problem for me is, I know I’m a hypocrite. And I’m not sure you do.” 
I don’t think they are asking us to be perfect. I think they are asking us to be real. I think they want us to want to be who we say we are, and to at least make progress in that direction. I think they want us to be like Jesus -- the Jesus that the Pharisees and Scribes grumbled about because he welcomed and ate with sinners. (Luke 15:2)

Sinners were drawn to Jesus because he didn’t make them feel small, he made them feel big. He didn’t condemn them, and if there is anyone who could have, it was Jesus, but he didn’t. Instead, when he talked with them about God and about life, it led them to want to know more. And so the sinners were drawn to him.

And I think that is what he wants from us. That is when we love with his love, when we welcome people where they are, when we are authentic and real, when we encourage instead of pick apart, I think people will be drawn not only to us, but to the Jesus we represent.

I think these 40% of young adults who are considered outsiders really matter to God. And I want to figure out how to be the kind of Christians that when they see us, they say “I want to know more about their God.”
Hypocritical. That’s the face in the mirror these young people are holding up to us when we get it wrong. But when we do or can get it right, we’re not perfect. (The congregation is shown a slide of a bumper sticker that says “Christ-like”). We’re just trying to be like Jesus -- willing to love, willing to accept, willing to welcome people.
That is my prayer for you and me.
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