6th November 2011 SERMON   What makes Jesus angry?   
Rev Allister Lane
Psalm 107:1-9

Matthew 23:1-12

In recent weeks there have been people occupying public spaces as a protest against what might be generally described as ‘Wall Street values’. 
These occupations have been set up all around the world to confront the vast worldwide income disparities made more apparent since the 2008 global financial collapse. 
We have one of these occupations at Civic Square, less than 500 meters from here.

The context for today’s Gospel reading is a similar type of occupation.

Having arrived in Jerusalem on a donkey (amidst the excitement of waving palm branches) Jesus has remained in the Temple – the heart of the Jewish religion.
Through recent weeks we’ve heard how (during Jesus’ occupation in the Temple) the religious leaders have questioned Jesus, seeking to test and trap him. 
But today the challenge shifts, and we have Jesus ‘taking on’ the Scribes and the Pharisees!
Actually, when I say ‘taking on’ the Scribes and the Pharisees, that’s a bit understated.  For Jesus (let’s be honest) launches an outright rebuke of the religious leaders.
As I shared with the children, Jesus is angry at these religious leaders.

Jesus is angry at the way they serve themselves and ‘worship’ their own interests.

When we look closely at what Jesus is angry about, we see he rebukes these religious leaders on three specific points: 
1. Firstly, they didn’t do the very things they told others to do.  
Jesus says: “They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear,* and lay them on the shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to move them.”  

These ‘heavy burdens’ are the myriad of religious rules and regulations, and the fastidious monitoring of people’s adherence to these rules. 

We hear in other parts of the Gospel occasions where Jesus’ conduct challenge these assumed rules, or at least the way they were seen to apply. 

And so just a two weeks ago, we heard Jesus’ declaration that all the rules of God can be summed up in the commandment to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. And 38anto love your neighbour as yourself.” (Matt 22:37-39)

The programme of rules prescribed by the religious leaders was such a heavy weight of moral expectation; no one could ever hope to keep it. Not even the religious leaders themselves – and this is the point that Jesus identifies has clearly eluded them.

2. The second reason for Jesus’ anger is the religious leaders’ interest only in appearances, rather than genuine action. 
“They do all their deeds to be seen by others; for they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long.”

A number of passages in the Old Testament called for the keeping of the commandments of God "as a sign on your hand . . . an emblem on your forehead
", and in strict observance of this, many Jews wore small containers with verses of scripture ("phylacteries”) on their arms or foreheads during prayer. 

The OT passages in the Old Testament requiring the wearing of tassels (the "fringes") on one's cloak, was also as a reminder of the commandments
.
The true purpose of these phylacteries and fringes was to keep the faithful ever mindful of the laws of God; to assist the worshiper in prayer. But, according to Jesus, the Scribes and Pharisees had turned them into vain fashion statements.
3. Thirdly, Jesus’ anger boils at their superior attitudes as they smugly assume they are more important than others. 
“They love to have the place of honour at banquets and the best seats in the synagogues, and to be greeted with respect in the market-places, and to have people call them rabbi.”
Jesus identifies their corrupt character in how they chase recognition and status, and how they love to be addressed by titles of power.
Jesus’ anger focuses on these three aspects (hypocrisy, keeping up appearances, and arrogance) because they are dehumanising behaviours – dehumanising for all.
As religious leaders, these people ought to know better. 
And so they are unique beneficiaries of Jesus’ hottest anger.
Jesus is angry at leaders who seek power for themselves, rather than witness to God’s power.

Let me clarify further (even if it may sound like I’m justifying my own role!)...

Leadership and guidance is not what Jesus is angry at. 

Rather it is the threat to authentic community by pursuit of titles mistakenly thought to denote personal status and privilege.

It’s about obstacles.

Jesus is angry at stupid selfish behaviour that puts up obstacles to knowing God.

If ‘leaders’ are distinguished from ‘followers’ 
or ‘the powerful’ distinguished from ‘the subordinate’ 
...this pursuit for human power becomes an obstacle to knowing God. 
And I would suggest it does so in at least two ways: 
1) failing to recognise the God-gifted dignity of each and every person, and 
2) distracting from the rightful, unique, and perfect power of God.

Jesus is angry at those who create obstacles to God by subtlety subverting the greatest commandment to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. And 38anto love your neighbour as yourself.” (Matt 22:37-39)

To oversimplify history for a moment...(!)
It was basically obstacles to knowing God that got the Reformers wound up some 400 years ago.

It was patterns in the church leadership and worship which had become obstacles to God in the Middle Ages.

One such obstacle (that relates closely to Jesus’ anger at the religious leaders in the Gospel) was the way clergy assumed they were necessary to mediate God’s grace. 
The Reformers rightly recognised that the Bible makes it clear that it is Jesus alone who mediates God’s grace, precisely eliminating the need for any human intermediary.
The Reformation critique of the obstacles found in history is an important part of our tradition. 
But even more so is the legacy of constant reformation. 
And so we remain faithful to our tradition by asking ourselves: 

“What are the obstacles to knowing God that we might mistakenly erect?”
Do we have religious patterns or props that are obstacles to God?

Last Sunday we launched the Guide to Worship.


(a copy of which you can find in your pew)
These are intended to help us all better understand why we worship the way we do. 
We hope that this guide will give us a deeper awareness of the intentional way we worship.

And that these patterns, far from being obstacles, will bring clarity and guidance to our worship, which has sustained Christians for centuries, and that we will also be sustained in our relationship with God.
In an honest assessment of obstacles in our own context we’d have to acknowledge that the obstacles have changed somewhat to those Jesus got angry at.  Jesus’ anger is directed at the religious leaders whose religiosity is thought to bring them personal status and privilege.

Few Christians in this country would be so deluded as to think a commitment to religiosity would bring personal status and privilege.

So, in our current reality, what might make Jesus angry?

Rather than getting angry at our religiosity, maybe Jesus would get angry at our apathy and silence in the face of a world desperately needing God’s love and justice.

Maybe Jesus would be angry at our reticence to confront economic systems that work against the hungry, the homeless, and the sick.

Which brings us back to the occupations protesting injustice; injustice made manifest in the vast income disparities in our world.

Whilst this accusation of injustice is being made worldwide,

as New Zealanders we are confronted by the fact that the Gini measure of income inequality ranks us 25th out of 34 OECD nations (where 1st is the most equal).

Coming in 25th place out of 34 might sharpen our ears to the words of the prophet Isaiah: 
‘woe to you who join house to house,
   who add field to field,
until there is room for no one but you’

 (Isaiah 5:8)
Whether we risk being too religious or too apathetic, our hope for being the people God wants us to be is found in devotion to the greatest servant of all – Jesus. 
Submitting our own wants and sense of entitlement before Jesus prevents us from working against Jesus and helps us walk in step with Jesus; serving others in true humility.

In living like this, far from making Jesus angry, we would more fully participate in the mission and ministry of Jesus, as he has shown us and constantly enables us.

We may say Jesus is:
· Lord of all

· the one Mediator between God and man

· Prophet, Priest, and King,

· Head of the Church,
· and Judge of the world

...But do we allow Jesus to occupy our hearts?

Amen.
� Deut.6:8; see also Exod. 13:9 and Deut. 1 1:18


� Num. 15:38-41; Deut.22:12


� Westminster Confession (1646) Chapter VIII: Of Christ the Mediator. � HYPERLINK "http://www.presbyterian.org.nz/about/statements-of-faith/westminster-confession-1646" �http://www.presbyterian.org.nz/about/statements-of-faith/westminster-confession-1646� 








