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Sunday 7th March 2021 

10.30am  

‘Church at Home’ 

 

Opening Declaration   -   Say aloud 

Come, Holy Spirit 

Breath into my prayers your breath of life 

Come, Holy Spirit 

Fan the flame of love within me 

And draw me into the life of God 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

Come, Holy Spirit 

Renew me and revive me 

That in my worship, and in my living 

I may live a life of love 

For Your praise and glory 

Amen 

 

Opening Song   -   This is the air I breathe 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wAiIhYB4x0 

 

This is the air I breathe 

This is the air I breathe 

Your holy presence living in me 

 

This is my daily bread 

This is my daily bread 

Your very word spoken to me 

 

And I, I'm desperate for you 

And I, I'm lost without you 

 

This is the air I breathe 

This is the air I breathe 

Your holy presence living in me 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wcC3p_Osko
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wcC3p_Osko
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wAiIhYB4x0
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This is my daily bread 

This is my daily bread 

Your very word spoken to me 

 

And I, I'm desperate for you 

And I, I'm lost without you 

repeat 

 

This is the air I breathe 

This is the air I breathe 

repeat

Time of Quiet 

Take a moment to be still. 

 

As you rest in the quiet acknowledge that God is present with you, and that He 

loves you beyond all measure. 

 

As you become more aware of God’s presence pour out what is on your mind and 

heart to him, recognising he is interested in you and your life. 

 

Enjoy the quiet for a few minutes as you rest in his presence. 

 

Conclude your time of quiet saying by saying Psalm 84: 

How lovely is your dwelling place, 

    LORD Almighty! 
2 My soul yearns, even faints, 

    for the courts of the LORD; 

my heart and my flesh cry out 

    for the living God. 
3 Even the sparrow has found a home, 

    and the swallow a nest for herself, 

    where she may have her young— 

a place near your altar, 

    LORD Almighty, my King and my God. 
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4 Blessed are those who dwell in your house; 

    they are ever praising you.  
5 Blessed are those whose strength is in you, 

    whose hearts are set on pilgrimage. 
6 As they pass through the Valley of Baka, 

    they make it a place of springs; 

    the autumn rains also cover it with pools.  
7 They go from strength to strength, 

    till each appears before God in Zion. 
8 Hear my prayer, LORD God Almighty; 

    listen to me, God of Jacob. 
9 Look on our shield, O God; 

    look with favour on your anointed one. 
10 Better is one day in your courts 

    than a thousand elsewhere; 

I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God 

    than dwell in the tents of the wicked. 
11 For the LORD God is a sun and shield; 

    the LORD bestows favour and honour; 

no good thing does he withhold 

    from those whose walk is blameless. 
12 LORD Almighty, 

    blessed is the one who trusts in you. 

 

Bible Reading

Matthew 23 1-39 (New International Version, NIV) 

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: 2 “The teachers of the law and 

the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. 3 So you must be careful to do everything they tell 

you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach. 4 They 

tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s shoulders, but 

they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. 
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5 “Everything they do is done for people to see: They make their phylacteries wide 

and the tassels on their garments long; 6 they love the place of honour at banquets 

and the most important seats in the synagogues; 7 they love to be greeted with 

respect in the marketplaces and to be called ‘Rabbi’ by others. 

 
8 “But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have one Teacher, and you are all 

brothers. 9 And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father,  and 

he is in heaven. 10 Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one Instructor, 

the Messiah. 11 The greatest among you will be your servant. 12 For those who exalt 

themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted. 
13 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You shut the 

door of the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor 

will you let those enter who are trying to. 

 
15 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over 

land and sea to win a single convert, and when you have succeeded, you make 

them twice as much a child of hell as you are. 

 
16 “Woe to you, blind guides! You say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it means 

nothing; but anyone who swears by the gold of the temple is bound by that 

oath.’ 17 You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that makes the 

gold sacred? 18 You also say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but 

anyone who swears by the gift on the altar is bound by that oath.’ 19 You blind 

men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes the gift 

sacred? 20 Therefore, anyone who swears by the altar swears by it and by 

everything on it. 21 And anyone who swears by the temple swears by it and by the 

one who dwells in it. 22 And anyone who swears by heaven swears by God’s throne 

and by the one who sits on it. 
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23 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a 

tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cumin. But you have neglected the more 

important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have 

practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. 24 You blind guides! You strain 

out a gnat but swallow a camel. 

 
25 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the 

outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-

indulgence. 26 Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then 

the outside also will be clean. 

 
27 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like 

whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full 

of the bones of the dead and everything unclean. 28 In the same way, on the 

outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of 

hypocrisy and wickedness. 

 
29 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs 

for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous. 30 And you say, ‘If we 

had lived in the days of our ancestors, we would not have taken part with them in 

shedding the blood of the prophets.’ 31 So you testify against yourselves that you 

are the descendants of those who murdered the prophets. 32 Go ahead, then, and 

complete what your ancestors started! 

 
33 “You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to 

hell? 34 Therefore I am sending you prophets and sages and teachers. Some of 

them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your synagogues and pursue 

from town to town. 35 And so upon you will come all the righteous blood that has 

been shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah 

son of Berekiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar. 36 Truly I 

tell you, all this will come on this generation. 
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37 “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to 

you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers 

her chicks under her wings, and you were not willing. 38 Look, your house is left to 

you desolate. 39 For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he 

who comes in the name of the Lord.’” 

 

Reflection 

If you have been spending time using the Lent Reflection Booklet this week you will 

have noticed that chapters twenty-three and twenty-four are not the easiest of 

passages to read. The fact is, that when we come across passages like these that 

can be hard to both read and interpret, we can easily skip on to something, well, a 

little easier. When Paul writes to Timothy about the importance of Scripture as a 

whole, he says: ‘All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be 

thoroughly equipped for every good work.’  

 

While studying for ministry our Principle always used to say, ‘Nobody ever said this 

was going to be easy’, and do you know what, he was right. The danger is, that 

when something looks difficult in life it can be all too easy to search out something 

less challenging. While at my last church I was Chaplain at the Boys Brigade Camp 

and we went to an outdoor activity centre for the afternoon, the highlight at the 

end of the session was the dead man’s leap. I say highlight, one of the boys was 

dreading it. It was essentially an extremely high telegraph pole with a ridiculously 

small platform at top, once on the platform you had to jump and grab a trapeze 

some distance away. When it got to his turn, he had seen some succeed the jump 

and others fail to make it, all of them though had made it to the platform. The 

climb took him nearly fifteen minutes and he stood as still as possible on the 

platform for another fifteen before finally jumping. How did he do? He missed, but 

in making the climb and the jump he took on what was a difficult challenge to him 

head on and he accomplished something he would not have if he had decided to 
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keep two feet firmly on the floor. It is the same with Scripture, if we simply ignore 

passages that we find difficult we miss the blessing of trying.  

 

Today I want to spend some time focusing on chapter twenty-three, which on the 

face of it seems to be a scathing attack by Jesus on the Teachers of the Law and the 

Pharisees.  

 

So, what if anything, can we learn from these thirty-nine verses? 

 

It’s first worth noting who’s who in this passage. The Teachers of the Law are 

sometimes called Scribes and they are interpretive experts of the Torah. They are a 

separate group to the Pharisees who are the theological experts and have been 

some of Jesus’ most vocal opponents throughout his ministry. These religious 

leaders (Scribes & Pharisees) were among the most influential of the common 

people as they were located in villages throughout Israel and participated in the life 

of the Synagogue.  

 

We often think of the Pharisees in wholly negative terms, yet here we find Jesus 

declare, ‘So you must be careful to do everything they tell you.’ (v.3) It’s a somewhat 

surprising statement from Jesus isn’t it. The Pharisees actually had many good 

things to say, and their teaching was closer to that of Jesus than many other sects. 

Here we find that Jesus’ issue is with their hypocritical behaviour and the heavy 

load (v.4) denotes the Rabbinic oral tradition that was a distinctive feature of the 

Pharisees. You see the oral tradition was meant to make the Old Testament 

relevant to life, especially where it seemed irrelevant and yet over time more and 

more prescriptions were added. This meant that the burden could only be lessened 

by overthrowing the whole system which they were not prepared to do. This is the 

root of their constant conflict with Jesus, in fact, they were so committed to the 

system that they missed God in the flesh amongst them.  
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A short time prior to these events Jesus had been asked by his disciples how they 

might obtain positions of power and authority, here we find Jesus reiterating again 

that servant leadership is to be of the highest priority. Greatness in the Kingdom of 

God is not patterned on the leadership of the day whereby one seeks to further his 

or her own position, power and authority. Disciples of Jesus are called to arrange 

their lives with the ambition to give themselves for the benefit of others. As Jesus 

describes the Pharisees as Blind Guides (v.16) we find Jesus reinforcing his earlier 

words that there is only one teacher, one instructor and that is Jesus himself.  

 

Matthews gospel is a rich resource for the church in how to live as the people of 

God but here we find a comprehensive list of warnings and woes through which we 

are cautioned on what to avoid. Of course, these come from the failures of The 

Teachers of the Law and the Pharisees but as well as teaching us what to avoid 

there are positive lessons that we can draw from these. Therefore, this morning we 

are going to look at the flip side of the coin rather than focus on the warnings we 

find in Matthew twenty-three? 

 

Perhaps the first thing to point out is that while Jesus is levelling his criticism at the 

Teachers of the Law and the Pharisees, the positive lessons we find in these verses 

can be applied to all who call themselves a disciple of Jesus rather than just those 

who exercise positions of leadership.  

 

23: 1-4 

Before we even get to the seven woes Jesus first addresses the burden of legalism 

that the religious leaders are placing upon people. Interestingly, as both groups 

offered pronouncements about the law that they expected people to follow, they 

gave little or no practical help or advice on how to do so. This is in stark contrast 

with passages such as Nehemiah 8 where we find Ezra reading from the book of 

the law to all the people who were assembled before the Water Gate. The 

assembly was made up of men, women and all who could understand which would 

have included children too. What is interesting here, is that in the process of 
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reading the law, the Levites were instructing people and making the scriptures 

clear so that they are all able to understand them.  

 

At the heart of the good news we find a God of grace, it this grace we are to 

demonstrate to those who we minister too. This can be difficult but perhaps at its 

simplest we are to love and accept them regardless of performance or perceived 

worthiness. It seems to me the best way to do this is to live by example. The 

warning here is that as disciples of Jesus we must never try to control to the lives of 

others by placing legalistic burdens upon them. 

 

23: 5-7 

In these verses Jesus is addressing pretentious displays of a religious life. I’m sure 

we can all identify other Christians in our life that we have respected, or respect 

now. As I look back it becomes clear that this respect was not demanded, it was 

earned. In that regard it wasn’t earned by big public demonstrations of faith that 

were for the benefit of others. It was earned by the development of their own 

relationship with God which was revealed in how they held themselves through 

life. The priority of prayer, how they acted when things went against them, not 

judging others or wanting position and power. Their respect was earned by being 

willing to do the jobs that nobody else wanted to do in church life and by living 

with a personal transparency that let you see the whole of them, the struggles and 

the joys. It can be easy to hide behind titles and position, but perhaps we need to 

let people see ‘plain old me’, a regular person who is in the process of being 

transformed by Christ.  

 

23: 8-10 

Here Jesus is warning about titles, but it isn’t as simple as saying titles are always 

inappropriate. Perhaps the best example I can give of this is being at a Ministers 

Conference one year, the main speaker was introduced with a long spiel that 

included his numerous degrees, doctorate, title as Rev along with the titles of all 

the books he had written. When he finally managed to get to speak he took off his 
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name badge which had all his titles and said ‘Hi, I’m Steve.’ As he continued he 

explained that his titles and achievements didn’t matter, he was simply another 

disciple of Jesus whose hope was that as we shared time together, we would all be 

drawn into a closer relationship with Jesus. It can be easy to be known by a title as 

it says who we are, but first and foremost we are to be effective servants for Christ, 

and titles must never get in the way of that.  

 

23: 11-12 

Jesus concludes the previous three points by continuing to stress the importance of 

servanthood. This is all about empowering others to do God’s will. While it is never 

easy to admit, none of us are perfect, and I include myself in that. Perhaps an 

important aspect of servanthood within church life is about giving everyone an 

opportunity, no matter how old or how young. It can be easy to make decisions for 

others and think that by doing so we are helping them not to fail. I wonder if we 

shifted our focus so that we promote an environment where it’s ok to fail, whereby 

we support and encourage rather than put down, that we might in turn serve God, 

each other and our community more effectively.  

 

23: 13 (The first of the seven woes) 

Believe it or not, people look up to you. It might be children, grandchildren, friends, 

family, other Christians or those who are on a journey of exploration. Whatever we 

say and do it can have a tremendous impact on others, in all we say and do we 

need to be a signpost to the doorway of the kingdom. What do I mean by this? We 

are to provide a personal example of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus 

pointing to the fact that it is Jesus himself who is the gate.  

 

23: 15 

The challenge here is that we seek to make converts for the kingdom and not to 

ourselves. As I started writing this, I remembered a scenario that I observed a 

number of years ago. As a young minister I confess, I was jealous of another 

church, you see the church kept on growing and they kept baptising people. Then 
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the evangelist left, in the months that followed most of those who had been 

baptised were no longer attending not just that church but any church. We must 

always make sure that we passionately pursue converts to the kingdom of God and 

not to ourselves. Practically speaking one the best ways to do this is making sure 

that we integrate those who have come to faith within the fellowship and 

discipleship of the church. 

 

23: 16-22 

‘Blind Guides…..’ v.16 

The context here is oaths and whereby a complicated structure had been 

constructed. The reality is more attention was being paid to the system rather than 

the principles that bound it. In that regard Jesus points back to his earlier teaching 

in the Sermon on the Mount where we are encouraged that our word, a yes or a 

no, is binding as an oath. The system that Jesus is criticising was artificially 

imposed, the challenge is that we are transparent in our walk with God so that we 

allow him access to our whole lives and thus find his transforming Spirit at work, 

not just in the areas we allow, but in our whole life.  

 

23: 23-24 

Simply put, do not major on the minor issues of religious performance. It can be 

easy to get caught up in the details sometimes, but Jesus points out that what is 

really important is that we don’t neglect the important things. Here Jesus stresses 

justice, mercy, and faith. How can we make sure that these are not just ideals, but 

are shown in our lives as individuals and our corporate life as a fellowship? 

 

23: 25-28 

I’ve considered the fifth and sixth woes together here as they are linked. The 

religious leaders of the day had bought into the mindset that it’s what’s on the 

outside that matters, the image that you project. Rather Jesus calls us to develop 

our identity from the inside. The challenge is to let God transform us from the 

inside out. It can be all too easy to want to look good, but the reality is God is more 
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concerned about the state of our heart than what we wear. The challenge that lies 

here is that we take seriously the call to discipleship, to be continually walking with 

Jesus and grow in our faith which in turn transforms our character from the inside 

out.  

 

23: 29-32 

In one sense this can be one of the hardest of the woes to interpret. The challenge 

that undergirds Jesus’ words here is that we have ears to listen to and hear what 

God is saying. The religious leaders built monuments to the prophets yet would 

conspire to kill Jesus, God in the flesh. It can be all too easy to look back, yet when 

we are looking over our shoulders at what was, we are unable to see the present 

clearly and where God is leading for the future. The religious leaders of the day 

missed God moving in their midst, our challenge is to fix our eyes on Jesus so that 

we can see and hear clearly where he is leading His church both now and in the 

future.  

 

How do we sum this all up? Well, there is a few phrases that come to mind: 

Freely share God’s abundant grace. 

Be the ‘real me’ and be honest about our failures. 

Be authentic. 

Don’t see any task as below me.  

Develop Godly character. 

Always point others to Jesus 

Listen to God for the way forward. 

 

Song for Reflection  -   Be Still 

(146) Be still for the presence of the Lord - YouTube 

 

Be still, for the presence of the Lord, 

The holy One, is here; 

Come bow before him now 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05APaJIpBx4
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With reverence and fear 

In him no sin is found 

We stand on holy ground. 

Be still, for the presence of the Lord, 

The holy One, is here. 

 

Be still, for the glory of the Lord 

Is shining all around; 

He burns with holy fire, 

With splendour he is crowned: 

How awesome is the sight 

Our radiant king of light! 

 

Be still, for the glory of the Lord 

Is shining all around. 

Be still, for the power of the Lord 

Is moving in this place: 

He comes to cleanse and heal, 

To minister his grace - 

No work too hard for him. 

In faith receive from him. 

Be still, for the power of the Lord 

Is moving in this place. 

 

Time of Prayer 

Use the words from O Lord Hear My Prayer to end each topic of intercession. 

 

Pray for Frontline workers, the list in vast but please pray especially for all those 

working within the NHS, schools, supermarkets/retail and lorry/delivery drivers. 

Pray to for the national vaccine roll out and all involved. Pray especially for those 

who you know who are working on the frontline including members of Hill St. 
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O Lord, hear my prayer, 

O Lord, hear my prayer; 

when I call answer me. 

O Lord, hear my prayer, 

O Lord, hear my prayer; 

come and listen to me. 

 

Pray for agencies both nationally and in our local community that are working to 

offer support, that might be via foodbanks, mental health support or shielding 

support. 

 

O Lord, hear my prayer, 

O Lord, hear my prayer; 

when I call answer me. 

O Lord, hear my prayer, 

O Lord, hear my prayer; 

come and listen to me. 

 

Pray especially for those who are struggling at this time, this could be with their 

mental wellbeing, furlough, redundancy or numerous other struggles 

 

O Lord, hear my prayer, 

O Lord, hear my prayer; 

when I call answer me. 

O Lord, hear my prayer, 

O Lord, hear my prayer; 

come and listen to me. 

 

Pray for our fellowship at Hill St and those who are known to us who we support in 

our local community. 
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O Lord, hear my prayer, 

O Lord, hear my prayer; 

when I call answer me. 

O Lord, hear my prayer, 

O Lord, hear my prayer; 

come and listen to me. 

 

Closing Song   -   When I Survey 

(91) When I Survey - YouTube 

 

When I survey the wondrous cross 

On which the Prince of glory died, 

My richest gain I count but loss, 

And pour contempt on all my pride. 

 

Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast, 

Save in the death of Christ my God! 

All the vain things that charm me most, 

I sacrifice them to His blood. 

 

See from His head, His hands, His feet, 

Sorrow and love flow mingled down! 

Did e’er such love and sorrow meet, 

Or thorns compose so rich a crown? 

 

His dying crimson like a robe 

Spreads o’er His body on the tree 

Then I am dead to all the globe, 

And all the globe is dead to me. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BHMd6dLN3b0&list=PLT81VdMv8Wk9moNf-ZNZjA2CdvjMQ4m-1&index=27
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Were the whole realm of nature mine, 

That were an offering far too small; 

Love so amazing, so divine, 

Demands my soul, my life, my all. 

 

Closing Blessing 

To thy name, Lord Jesus, help me 

to bow the knee 

and all its worshipping 

to bow the head 

and all its thinking 

to bow the will 

and all its choosing 

to bow the heart 

and all its loving. 

Amen

 

 

Finally 

You are not alone, I am praying for you all daily. 

Remember you can ring or email me at any time 

If you are unwell, or need help and support then please call either myself, Liz, or 

Julia. We are not mind readers and can only offer support if you ask. 

 

God Bless 

Rev. Simon 

 


