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Philippians 2:1-13, Matthew 21:23-32


 What matters more—what we do or what we say?


That question has vexed Christians since its earliest days when the church nearly split over the question of whether Christians had to observe Jewish law in order to be a member of a church.  Fifteen hundred years later, it literally did split the church when Martin Luther led the charge against what he called “works righteousness”.  Faith alone can save us, he argued, and thousands of people lost their lives to make sure their churches could declare the same thing.  Nowadays, the question has morphed a bit.  One of the most common questions I hear from both people inside and outside the church is about whether it makes any difference to God if you profess faith in Christ as long as you live a good life and do good work in the world.  What matters more—what we do or what we say?  Have you ever wondered about that?  


The parable we just heard from Matthew seems to speak exactly to that question.  It is one of a long line of stories in the Gospels that describe Jesus arguing with people who were full of pious, religious words, but whose actions didn’t match up.  The Pharisees aren’t the only target of this critique by Jesus, but they are the main ones.  Now, historically, the Pharisees were religious scholars, the people who studied and taught and enforced Jewish law in Jesus day.  While I imagine that in real life there were sympathic Pharisees and self-righteous and pompus Pharisees, in the rhetoric of the Christian gospels, they represent the worst of what religion has to offer.  These are people who are convinced of their own righteousness and so feel entitled to pass judgment on the righteousness of others.  To make matters worse, their righteousness seems to be more about observing the letter of the law and not with living out the heart of the law.  Remember the parable of the Good Samaritan?  A man is lying bleeding in a ditch on the side of the road, and when a Pharisee walks by, he doesn’t stop to help, presumably in order to protect himself from the impurity of the man’s blood. 


So when Jesus has a chance to talk with the Pharisees towards the end of Matthew, he tells them a story about a son who says he’ll help his father, but does nothing, and another son who says he won’t help, but then changes his mind and does the job after all.  Who does the will of his father, he asks?  The answer is obvious to everyone there:  the one who actually did the work, regardless of what he said at the front. 


Why would Jesus tell this parable?  What point was he trying to get across to the Pharisees?  Before we conclude that he’s telling them that actions are all that God pays attention to, all that matters, notice how Jesus concludes his lesson.  He tells the Pharisees that the most notorious sinners of their day, the tax collectors and the prostitutes, are the ones who have God’s favor, not them.  If behavior is the only thing that matters, how could this be the case?  After all, Jesus is emphatic that he supports the commandments, including commandments not to steal and not to commit adultery.  So, he doesn’t think that it’s okay to be a prostitute.  What is it, actually, that he is approving about them?


If you look, you’ll see that he is approving of the way in which they have responded to him, and to John the Baptist who they recognized as a prophet.  These are the people who were able to receive Jesus and John, to listen to them, and to respond by transforming their lives.  Think of Zaccheus, the tax collector who has a meal with Jesus and then decides to give back all the money he has cheated people out of.  Or think of the woman caught in adultery who Jesus saves from being stoned.  After her persecutors have left Jesus helps the woman to her feet and says, “I don’t condemn you.  Go and sin no more.”  


In both of these stories, Jesus acts differently from the Pharisee who would stand back and judge the person with the bad behavior.  But what is the basis of their difference?  It’s not really as simple as actions matter, words don’t.  Rather, Jesus and the Pharisees seem to have different views on what influences people to change their behavior.  The Pharisees believe that they need to be a moral example to the world, and the rest of the world will be drawn to their example and be inspired to change.  This is a very low-risk strategy, because if it doesn’t work, if no one follows the example of the Pharisees, then they at least can be assured of God’s favor, even if everyone else is going down.


Jesus takes a different approach.  He believes that judging and preaching don’t really help anyone change.  Instead, he believes in sitting and eating dinner with people, intervening to protect people from harm.  These things build relationship, they make connection, and through that relationship, people do, and will, grow and change.  


But Jesus’ approach is much riskier than the approach of the Pharisees.  It is very hard to maintain your sense of moral superiority when you open yourself up to real relationship with another person.  Relationships require us to do more than preach and teach—we have to listen.  When we listen to someone with an open heart, we connect with them.  Their struggles sound a lot like our struggles; their dreams sound a lot like our dreams.  And before we know it, we find ourselves learning from the very people we set out to teach.  And before we know it, we’ve lost our sense of superiority altogether.


When Paul wrote his letter to the Philippian church, he gave them an intriguing instruction:  let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.  When he goes on to explain what this means, his main point is not that with the mind of Christ, we no longer see ourselves as superior to other people.  We lose our “selfish ambition”.  We’re humble.  He concludes by assuring his readers that God is at work in their lives, “enabling you both to will and work for his good pleasure.”  Both will and work are at stake when we let the same mind be in us that was in Christ Jesus.  Here, there isn’t a distinction about which one is more important, which one “counts” in the eyes of God.


But how do we get there?  How do we get to the point where we’re both willing and working for the things that give God “good pleasure”?  Philippians describes the goal, but the parable that Jesus tells describes the way in.  If you want to have the same mind in you that was in Christ, if you want to see the world through his eyes, don’t start by examining what you really believe.  Don’t try to figure it all out, get it straight in your mind.  The more convinced and confident you are in your belief system, the less likely you’ll be to engage in any kind of activity that might disrupt those beliefs.  The less likely you’ll be to pray, because nothing disrupts us like real prayer does.  The less likely you’ll be to read and to learn, from scripture or from any other writer.  And the less likely you’ll be to reach out to others.  And according to Jesus, it’s exactly those people, the ones who don’t look like us, act like us, the ones who offend us, who don’t hold our beliefs, those are the people who are our greatest teachers.  


Why?  Not because their behavior is commendable.  Not because their world view is right and ours is wrong.  But because somehow, by sitting at the table with these people, by washing their feet and protecting them from harm, we finally become human, which is to say, we come back down to earth, to the humus.  We finally become humble.  And that’s when we can begin to walk with Christ.


So, is it enough to do good and kind things in the world?  Do our beliefs, or our profession of belief, matter or not?  At first read, it would seem that this parable would help with those questions, settling them once and for all with its clear preference for good works over good words.  But my problem with this conclusion is that it makes God into a Pharisee, standing back and judging humanity with the same sense of remove that Jesus argued against.  As my faith has developed and matured, I’ve found myself less and less interested in questions that put me, or God, in the position of a removed judge.  Stepping back may resolve some of the questions that vex us the most, but in the end, it doesn’t take us one step closer towards integrity.  To get there, we can’t step back—we have to step in.  
Which brings me back to Jesus.  Not Jesus as a point of doctrine, not Jesus as the one right belief, not Jesus as the magic password to salvation, but rather Jesus as the way, as the one in whose footsteps I can walk, the one who guides me towards a kind of life that brings will and work together.  


Our story is clear that God seeks to bridge the distance between us, to connect to the humus out of which God crafted us, and to blow into our humble forms the breath of spirit, inspiring us.  To know a God like that is to know that all of it---form and spirit, body and soul and mind---matter to God, and all of it needs to come together.  
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