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Following Jesus or following the rules? 

 

Do you remember the story of Matt Emmons? He was one shot away from claiming victory in the 2004 Olympics 50-

meter three-position rifle event. He didn’t even need a bull’s-eye to win. His final shot merely needed to be on target. 

Normally, the shot he made would have received a score of 8.1, more than enough for a gold medal. But in what was 

described as “an extremely rare mistake in elite competition,” Emmons fired at the wrong target. Standing in lane 

two, he fired at the target in lane three. His score for a good shot at the wrong target: “0.” Instead of a medal, 

Emmons ended up in eighth place. 

 

If you ask people today who attend church: “Are you a fan or a follower of Jesus?” most would confidently say 

“follower.” It’s not a question of their effort or desire. They are following hard – but it’s not Jesus they are 

following. Without realizing it, they are aiming at the wrong target. Like Matt Emmons, they have confused the 

targets. Instead of following Jesus they are following religious rules and rituals! 

 

I. The Problem with Judah 

 

Isaiah 1:10 - “Listen to the Lord, you leaders of “Sodom.” Listen to the law of our God, people of “Gomorrah.”  

NLT 

 

In Isaiah 1:10 the Lord calls the Israelites “Sodom.”  But these were God’s people - what was wrong?  It seemed like 

they were doing the right things – they offered the required sacrifices, they appeared before God (attended worship 

services), they burned their incense, observed the required religious feasts, and prayed. 

 

They were following the “technical rules of religion” as commanded by God, but something was wrong: 

   

Isaiah 1:11-15: “What makes you think I want all your sacrifices?” says the Lord. “I am sick of your burnt 

offerings of rams and the fat of fattened cattle. I get no pleasure from the blood of bulls and lambs and goats.  

When you come to worship me, who asked you to parade through my courts with all your ceremony?  Stop 

bringing me your meaningless gifts; the incense of your offerings disgusts me! As for your celebrations of the 

new moon and the Sabbath and your special days for fasting—they are all sinful and false. I want no more of 

your pious meetings. I hate your new moon celebrations and your annual festivals. They are a burden to me. I 

cannot stand them!  When you lift up your hands in prayer, I will not look. Though you offer many prayers, I 

will not listen, for your hands are covered with the blood of innocent victims.” NLT 

 

God was telling them that their religion was only skin deep (like beauty).  On the outside they looked like faithful 

servants, but their hearts were in the world! 

 

II.  The Problem in Jesus’ day 

 

In Matthew 23, Jesus addresses the Jewish religious ruling body of 72 men called the Sanhedrin who had this same 

exact problem. Within the Sanhedrin there were two different groups called the Sadducees and the Pharisees. These 

two groups did not get along. When interpreting Scripture, the Sadducees were very liberal, while the Pharisees were 

quite conservative. The Sadducees served in the roles of Chief Priests and Elders (the ruling elite). If you were a 

Sadducee, it meant you were born into that position. There were, of course, other requirements, but it had to be part 

of your heritage. Being a Pharisee didn’t depend on the family you were born into; it depended on your hard work 

(they related more to the common man)! Becoming a Pharisee required an incredible amount of textual study and 

theological training. 
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They knew the Scriptures and were considered expert theologians. They were especially known for their strict 

observance of the law. They would have received high scores for their “religious rule keeping,” but that’s not the 

target Jesus was most concerned about!  

 

If you grew up thinking of Jesus as a Mr. Rogers type who was always smiling, winking at people, and wearing a red 

sweater vest, the tone Jesus takes with these religious leaders may surprise you. He’s not singing “Won’t you be my 

neighbor” to these people.  

 

The hardest words Jesus ever spoke on this planet were to these men who were trying to live to the absolute letter of 

the law, to follow the rules – God’s and theirs, but were forgetting what was really important – their relationship with 

God and their fellow man! 

 

When Jesus begins his sermon in Matthew 23, he is speaking to the people about the religious leaders while they 

listen in: 

 

Matthew 23:1-3: “Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, “The teachers of religious law and the 

Pharisees are the official interpreters of the law of Moses. So practice and obey whatever they tell you…” NLT 

 

I wonder if Jesus paused here for a moment. The Pharisees were obviously thinking, “Okay, this is more like it. He’s 

finally coming over to our side. He’s pointing to us as the authorities.” But Jesus continues: 

 

Matthew 23:3b - “…But don’t follow their example. For they don’t practice what they teach.” NLT 

 

These religious leaders were “hypocrites” - “professional pretenders.”  A “hypocrite” is a person who will say 

one thing but do another!  
 

Greek actors from ancient Greek classical theater were called “hypocrites.” Often, a single actor would use a 

different mask. So when they would switch characters, they would switch masks. One person might play all the 

different parts, but you never really saw the actor’s face – he was always behind one of these masks.  

 

Matthew 23:25-28: “What sorrow awaits you teachers of religious law and you Pharisees. Hypocrites! For you 

are so careful to clean the outside of the cup and the dish, but inside you are filthy—full of greed and self-

indulgence! You blind Pharisee! First wash the inside of the cup and the dish, and then the outside will become 

clean, too. “What sorrow awaits you teachers of religious law and you Pharisees. Hypocrites! For you are like 

whitewashed tombs—beautiful on the outside but filled on the inside with dead people’s bones and all sorts of 

impurity. Outwardly you look like righteous people, but inwardly your hearts are filled with hypocrisy and 

lawlessness.” NLT 

 

III. The Fan Club 

 

Most modern day fans of Jesus fit into one of these two camps. Some are like the “Sadducees.” Their faith is 

something they were born into. It was never really something they chose.  

 

Maybe when you were born your parents handed you a mask - you grew up acting like Christians act, talking how 

Christians talked, doing what Christians did; but you never fell in love with Jesus. You look really good doing it. You 

have the part down. You know what to say, and what not to say. You can pray the prayers and sing the songs. But you 

never chose it. It was just handed down to you.  

 

You don’t do it because you love the Lord - you do it because it’s what you do – it’s what you’ve always done! 
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Your faith has always been more about honoring your heritage than surrendering your heart – about following 

rules and traditions than following Jesus! 

 

Other fans are like the “Pharisees,” who measured their faith by their hard work at learning and following the law. 

They were concerned about outward appearances – would say the right things, but their hearts were nowhere to be 

found:  

 

Matthew 15:7-9: “Hypocrites! Well did Isaiah prophesy about you, saying: 
 
‘These people draw near to Me 

with their mouth, and honor Me with their lips, but their heart is far from Me. And in vain they worship Me, 

teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’” NKJV 
 

You do not have to study the lives of these men long to realize they were only going through the motions of being 

religious. They put on an impressive performance, but it wasn’t real.  

 

Matthew 23:4-5: “They crush people with unbearable religious demands and never lift a finger to ease the 

burden. “Everything they do is for show…” NLT 

 

IV. Choosing rules over relationships 

 

Matthew 23:13 – “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut up the kingdom of heaven 

against men; for you neither go in yourselves, nor do you allow those who are entering to go in.” NKJV 

 

The religious leaders made it hard for people to come to God. They taught that God’s favor and salvation was 

something that had to be earned, not just by keeping God’s law, but also by keeping a bunch of other rules and 

restrictions they had added to the law! 

 

For example, God commanded his people to “Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.” That was a law 

established by God so His people would have a day of rest and spiritual renewal as they honored God and recognized 

his authority. But the religious leaders added all kinds of laws to God’s law and instead of that day being restful for 

God’s people, it became exhausting! 

 

They taught that on the Sabbath you could throw an object in the air with one hand as long as you catch it with the 

other. You couldn’t take a bath on the Sabbath. If someone spilled something on the Sabbath you couldn’t clean it up. 

Farmers couldn’t spit on the ground - the spittle might disturb the dirt/work the ground and that constituted work! 

 

A woman could not look in the mirror on the Sabbath, because she was considered so vain that if she saw a gray hair, 

she would be tempted to pull it out, which constituted work. 

 

If a house was on fire on the Sabbath, a person could not carry their clothes out in their arms, because that constituted 

work - but they could put on several layers and wear them out! 

 

A Pharisee could not travel more than 3/5’s of a mile (Sabbath’s Day Journey) on the Sabbath from the town or city 

from where he lived. So if he wished to go farther, on Friday he deposited food for two meals 3/5’s of a mile from his 

home in the direction he wished to go. This made the place his “home away from home,” allowing him to travel 

another 3/5’s of a mile. 

 

You were not permitted to move a chair from one place to another - and the list went on and on! 

 

 

 



 

4 

V. Choosing laws over love 

 

These religious leaders not only put rules over their relationship with God, but they were so caught up in keeping the 

letter of the law they didn’t show love to God’s people! 

 

Matthew 23:23 - “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you pay tithe of mint and anise and 

cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. These you ought to 

have done, without leaving the others undone.” NKJV 

 

The Pharisees were meticulous in counting out the spice leaves and seeds; but they neglected the really important 

provisions of the Law, “justice and mercy and faithfulness.” Instead of condemning their tithing of the spices, Jesus 

said while they should have done that, they certainly should not have neglected the weightier provisions of the Law.  

 

They were technically obeying the commands of Scripture but they were missing the point of those commands. They 

may have been keeping the letter of the law, but they were missing the spirit of it:  

 

Matthew 22:37-41: “Jesus replied, “‘You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and 

all your mind.’
 
This is the first and greatest commandment. A second is equally important: ‘Love your 

neighbor as yourself.’
 
The entire law and all the demands of the prophets are based on these two 

commandments.” NLT 

 

Like many today, they would give their time and attention to following all the religious rituals, but would neglect to 

show God’s love to the people around them, hurting people, people who needed to be shown the love of God – which 

was the whole point of the rules in the first place!  

 

The whole point of the New Testament is not to beat people up who are hurting, but to lift up Jesus so they can find 

the way home!  

 

John 14:15 - “If you love Me, keep My commandments.” NKJV 

 

Jesus isn’t saying that what we do or don’t do doesn’t matter, but if our first focus is on rules, we are no better than 

the Pharisees! We must speak the truth, yes, but with love!  “All truth with no love breeds legalism – all love with no 

truth breeds liberalism – speaking the truth with love breeds true Christianity! 

 

When laws become more important than love, and rules take precedent over our relationship with God and other 

people, it’s a good sign that we have become fans who are aiming at the wrong target! John 13:34-35: “So now I am 

giving you a new commandment: Love each other. Just as I have loved you, you should love each other. Your 

love for one another will prove to the world that you are my disciples.” NLT 

 

There was a man named John who, dressed in blue jeans, walked into a bank to finalize a business transaction. The 

teller told him that the officer he needed to see wasn’t in, so he would have to come back the next day. John said that 

would be fine and asked the teller to validate his parking ticket.  

 

The teller then informed him that, according to bank policy, she couldn’t validate his parking ticket because he had 

not technically completed a financial transaction.  

 

John asked for an exception, since he had come to the bank intending to do business, but wasn’t able to because the 

appropriate officer wasn’t in. The teller didn’t budge. She said, “I’m sorry; that’s our policy. Rules are rules.”  

 

So John decided to make a business transaction. He decided to close his account.  
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John’s last name was Akers. He was the chairman of IBM, and the account he closed had a balance of 1.5 million 

dollars. This qualified as a financial transaction, so the teller was able to validate the parking ticket. 

 

According to the letter of the law, the bank teller was right - since no money changed hands, she didn’t have to 

validate his parking ticket. But there’s something more important than the letter of the law - the person!  

 

A number of times, the Pharisees were critical about Jesus’ disciples eating grain they had plucked on the Sabbath, 

and about healing a person on the Sabbath. 

 

Matthew 12:7-8 “But you would not have condemned my innocent disciples if you knew the meaning of this 

Scripture: ‘I want you to show mercy, not offer sacrifices.’
 
For the Son of Man is Lord, even over the 

Sabbath!” NLT 
 

Mark 2:27-28: “Then Jesus said to them, “The Sabbath was made to meet the needs of people, and not people 

to meet the requirements of the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord, even over the Sabbath!” NLT 

 

Matthew 12:9-14: “Then Jesus went over to their synagogue, where he noticed a man with a deformed hand. 

The Pharisees asked Jesus, “Does the law permit a person to work by healing on the Sabbath?” (They were 

hoping he would say yes, so they could bring charges against him.)
 
And he answered, “If you had a sheep that 

fell into a well on the Sabbath, wouldn’t you work to pull it out? Of course you would. And how much more 

valuable is a person than a sheep! Yes, the law permits a person to do good on the Sabbath.”
 
Then he said to 

the man, “Hold out your hand.” So the man held out his hand, and it was restored, just like the other one! 

Then the Pharisees called a meeting to plot how to kill Jesus.” 

  

Why? Because they were more concerned about the Sabbath being observed than they were about a person being 

healed! The church must constantly fight the tendency to make rules and policies and local traditions and time 

schedules more important than people, because when that happens we are no longer following Jesus! “People are 

more important than things or schedules!” 

 

It may be possible that we are doing the right things today.  We may attend church on the first day of the week, 

partake of the Lord’s Supper, and sing songs, pray, read the Bible, give money, etc.  But it won’t do us any good if we 

do everything technically perfect while at the same time God is comparing us to Sodom and Gomorrah, like He did 

Judah; as a church full of hypocrites, sons of hell and a brood of vipers like the Scribes and Pharisees; as a church 

with a reputation for being alive, while in reality we are dead, a church just going through the motions, like Sardis:   

 

Revelation 3:1 - “And to the angel of the church in Sardis write, ‘These things says He who has the seven 

Spirits of God and the seven stars: “I know your works, that you have a name that you are alive, but you are 

dead.” NKJV 

 

Spiritual people are not those who engage in certain spiritual practices – they are those who draw their life from a 

conversational relationship with God! Dallas Williard 

 

It has always, always, always been about our relationship with God and what’s going on in our heart first! 

 

1 Samuel 16:7 - “But the Lord said to Samuel, “Don’t judge by his appearance or height, for I have rejected 

him. The Lord doesn’t see things the way you see them. People judge by outward appearance, but the Lord 

looks at the heart.” NLT 

 

Psalm 51:16-17: “You do not desire a sacrifice, or I would offer one. You do not want a burnt offering. The 

sacrifice you desire is a broken spirit. You will not reject a broken and repentant heart, O God.” NLT 
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Proverbs 4:23 – “Guard your heart above all else, for it determines the course of your life.” NLT 

 

Jeremiah 17:9-10: “The human heart is the most deceitful of all things, and desperately wicked. Who really 

knows how bad it is? But I, the Lord, search all hearts and examine secret motives. I give all people their due 

rewards, according to what their actions deserve.” NLT 

 

Joel 2:12-13: “That is why the Lord says, “Turn to me now, while there is time. Give me your hearts. Come 

with fasting, weeping, and mourning. Don’t tear your clothing in your grief, but tear your hearts instead.” 

Return to the Lord your God, for he is merciful and compassionate, slow to get angry and filled with unfailing 

love. He is eager to relent and not punish.” NLT 

 

Matthew 7:21-23: “Not everyone who calls out to me, ‘Lord! Lord!’ will enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Only 

those who actually do the will of my Father in heaven will enter. On judgment day many will say to me, ‘Lord! 

Lord! We prophesied in your name and cast out demons in your name and performed many miracles in your 

name.’ But I will reply, ‘I never knew you. Get away from me, you who break God’s laws.’” NLT 

 

Matthew 11:28-30: “Then Jesus said, “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I 

will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, and 

you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy to bear, and the burden I give you is light.” NLT 


