When we emphasize the wrong things, 


trouble ensues.  

But we emphasize the wrong things all of the time.  


We do it in sports, 


we do it in our families, 


we even do it in our faith.  

In sports, 


winning can take priority 



over watching the commercials in todays game.  

In families 


appearing perfect often takes priority 



over healthy relationships.  

In faith, 


impressing others 



is always threatening to supersede our devotion to God and his priorities.

I had this faith crisis this week, 


as I was working with this text.  

I thought I had a brilliant original illustration 


to help contextualize this first Woe of Jesus' to the Scribes and Pharisee's.  

My elementary school days and beyond came to mind, 


where we would say something not true, 


or promise to do something, 



but then have our fingers crossed, 


so that when we are called out on it, 



we could say without any guilt, 




“I had my fingers crossed.”  

It, like the work of the Pharisee's, 

got ever more complicated.  


We quickly figured out 



that someone telling us something 




had to have their hands out in front of us 




so we could see their fingers.  


Being innovators in those days, 



it became an evolving thing, 




where your legs could be crossed, 




or your eyes, 




and eventually you tried to count your shoelaces being crossed.  

The person listening became more thorough than the TSA as you were saying it, 

so that pretty soon, 


we spent more time making sure nothing was crossed on the person talking, 



than we were listening to what they were saying.

While we were elementary children 


playing a ridiculous game of learning how to lie, 

the scribes and Pharisee's were sitting on the Seat of Moses, 


and were finding ways to make things true or untrue 



via their location.  

And as we hear in the second Woe for today, 


they were spending time focusing on minor points 


while ignoring the  major points of their faith.  

I felt like I had this unique idea that was mine alone, 


and then I read how Eugene Peterson translated this text in the Message. 

“You say, 


‘If someone makes a promise with his fingers crossed, 



that’s nothing; 


but if he swears with his hand on the Bible, 



that’s serious.’ 

What ignorance! 


Does the leather on the Bible carry more weight 



than the skin on your hands? 

And what about this piece of trivia: 


‘If you shake hands on a promise, 



that’s nothing; 


but if you raise your hand that God is your witness, 



that’s serious’? 

What ridiculous hairsplitting! 


What difference does it make whether you shake hands or raise hands? 



A promise is a promise. 

What difference does it make if you make your promise inside 


or outside a house of worship? 



A promise is a promise. 

God is present, 


watching 


and holding you to account regardless.”

So while I did not have a completely original thought, 


originality is not what matters. 

That is not the requirement of proclaiming God's word.  


Proclaiming what God's word says is.  

Which today, 


addresses the various loopholes we try to put in place 



to tell ourselves that what we have done 




is not a sin.  



Despite commandment number nine saying, 




“You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.”

For the Pharisee's and Scribes, 


they were taking what a promise was based on 


and using that to not hold their word to the truth.  

But as we heard from Jesus back in Matthew 6, 


“We are to make our no mean no 


and yes mean yes, 



and anything else is from the evil one.”  

Our words matter.  

I know that Lisa and I are soon entering a phase 


where everything we say and promise 



will be remembered, 



and be literally held to.  

We can't say, 


“Maybe we will go and get ice cream 



if you behave.”  

Not because it is bribing Eva, 


but the “Maybe clause” is not understood.  

We will go get ice cream is clearly heard.  


If you behave 



will automatically be assumed to have happened by the other party, 



even if they are throwing a tantrum 




while they tell us how well behaved they have been.

In time, 


Eva will change, 


and understand more 



hypotheticals, 



sarcasm, 



and consequence based rewards.  

But rather than being a good thing

it highlights the falleness of humanity, 


that children have to learn all of these things, 



rather than be able to take adults at their words.  

This yes be yes will occur when Jesus returns for sure.  

But it should also be happening now 


with her parents following Jesus 


and being raised amongst believers.  

But our child, 


even if we were perfect, 



would have to learn how to determine if someone can be trusted, 



rather than being able to trust everyone.  




Which is worth mourning over.

What is wrong with humanity, 


that even the leaders of the faith have to be listened to, 



checking to make sure that what they are saying, 




is not being said with their fingers crossed 




or fact checked?  

Jesus has too much for us to do, 


for us to spend time checking to make sure someone's fingers are not crossed, 



nor are their legs, 



or shoelaces.


The large amount of sinfulness and falleness to address 


brings us to the second woe.  



Majoring in the minors.  



Missing the forest for the trees.  

The blind leaders are focused on tithing their spices.  


Which can mean one of two things, 



they are so faithful to God 




that nothing that is given to them is not tithed on.  



Or they are doing what magicians do, 




draw your attention to something else, 





so that you are distracted 






from what they are doing right in front of you.  

Jesus is quick to point out 


that their tithing on the spices from their garden 



is no where called for in scripture.  

There are plenty of things that God calls for the first fruits of, 


but garden spices of dill, 



cummin, 



and corriander are not on that list.  

But how faithful the person who does them must be, 


is our common assumption.  

Paying attention to the small things is impressive.  

But it is even more impressive 


when we do the big things we were called to do.  

But the small things are often easier.  


At least three times, 



I have checked all the markers in the Sunday School collection before VBS, 




to make sure all the markers work.  



This is a caring gesture that makes sure the kids can see they matter.  


But if I am not telling the kids about Vacation Bible School, 


or making the calls to Portland to make sure their tickets are in place, 



then the marker checking in pointless.

The tithing of these leaders of their spices, 


took effort and time.  

So much so, 


that actually giving food to the poor, 


offering spiritual insight to those that were seeking it, 


visiting the widows and orphans was not happening.  

These things we are all guilty of.  


Don't believe me, 



let's play a small game, 




“Would you rather?”  


Would you rather prepare the coffee 



or do a teen all-nighter?  


Would you rather arrange the flowers 



or prepare a sermon?  


Would you rather pass the offering plate 



or be the bookkeeper?  

The minor choices are way easier to do, 


but do not really make much difference 



if the major things are not being done as well.

Now the more important matters of the law that Jesus speaks of, 


“justice, mercy and faithfulness” 


are another way of saying what the two greatest commands are.  

The acted out justice, 


the social justice 

and the real mercy, 


or heart 



are for our neighbor.  


Just as we are to love our neighbor as ourself.  

The real faith 


is covenant loyalty to God, 


or loving the Lord your God with all your heart, mind and soul.  

But Jesus says that these things have been dropped.  


Aphekate



the word translated “neglected,” 




means to “let go of”, 




to drop.  

Why would you drop these things?  


Because there is not time.  

Which is the issue for all of us, 


is it not? 

How we spend our time?  


There are only 24 hours in a day.  


So how am I going to spend that time?  



Do I cross the easy things off my list, 




the things that don't tax me too much?  



Or do I tackle the hard projects?  

For me as your pastor, 


is it better for me to be doing administrative details, 



or to be checking in on the members of the congregation?  


Would you rather me shovel the sidewalk 



or read another commentary on the text for this week?  


The proper answer is, “Yes.”  

Jesus is not telling the Scribe and Pharisee's to stop their tithing of their spices, 


for that may help them remember that even the smallest thing they receive, 



is from God.  

But Jesus is reminding them to holdfast to their first purpose, 


their first love.  
We all have pondered the question, 


“If a fire came upon your house, 



what would you take out with you?”  


While our wedding album, 


computers, 


pictures, 


and tax documents are very important, 

if I don't get Lisa and Eva, 


and hopefully Ky out, 



life is going to feel pretty hollow, 




as I walk around with a book, 




pictures, 




and financial documents that remind me of who I forgot to get out.

Jesus is encouraging us not to put the emphases on the wrong thing.  


Don't find loopholes for your word to become false.  


Don't spend time on the small things 



if you aren't doing the big things 




like loving your neighbor 




and loving God.  

When we find ourselves doing either of these, 


we are blind guides.  

Those who say we should be followed, 


but can't see the cliff approaching.  

Let us look at our lives 


and see where we are not making time for the major things 



because we are wrapped up in the minors 


or looking for loopholes out of having to do the major things, 



which we vowed to do 




when Jesus became our Lord and Savior 




and we became a Covenant Partner of this church.
