
Sermon 80: Luke 16:14-18: Jesus Confronts Hypocrisy and Legalism 
 

OUTLINE 
 
Exposing hypocritical religion 

Correcting Legalistic religion 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Christ’s teaching on money stands in counterpoint to the heart fixed on money.  Christ 
teaches that everything is God’s and we are stewards.  He teaches that money should be 

invested so as to gain rewards in the New Creation.  Christ teaches that we cannot have an 
idol of money, and challenges those who have this idol to sell all they have and give to the 
poor.  Christ teaches that sacrificial giving is good.  Christ teaches that the usual 

preoccupation with security and possessions can be entrusted to God who loves you as a 
Father and you can seek first His kingdom and give yourselves to more godly concerns.  
Christ’s spending plan and saving plan does not agree with any of this world’s wisdom 
because it works according to different rules.  Christ’s teaching generated a radical 

generosity in the early church as people sold what they had to give to the poor; it generated 
a radical faith and those who preached the gospel trusted in the Lord to provide for the 
work; it generated a radical contentment as those who lost the things of this world or had 

them removed could still be joyful having God as their portion.   
 
But to those who are perishing the teaching of Christ is folly, His attitudes and teaching on 

possessions are scoffed at, and this is exactly what sparks off our next section in Luke 
16:14-18.  This is a chapter that addresses several matters relating to money.  Jesus has 
given the parable of the unfaithful steward and followed that up with challenges about 

faithfulness.  He ended that section with some very strong words about the love of money, 
v13, ‘No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, 
or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.”  

This was too much for the Pharisees who then ridiculed Christ.  So v14-18 are a condensed 
interaction between Christ and the Pharisees before He gives another parable about a rich 
man.  These verses are very terse and are likely an abbreviated form of a much longer 

exchange.  For this reason they can be difficult to understand.  But here is the basic flow of 
thought as I see it. 
 

The Pharisees we know are self-righteous religious hypocrites who are convinced that their 
own way of salvation and teaching about God is correct and they despise Christ who 
contradicts them and publicly humiliates them at every turn.  They attempt here to publicly 

mock Christ but Christ turns it back on them as He usually does.  In v14-15 he goes after 
their hypocrisy and brings to bear the reality of God seeing the heart and God’s definition of 
what is an abomination.  But there is a perpetual elephant in the room.  The Pharisees view 

Jesus message of free grace and acceptance of sinners as somehow antinomian and a 
denigration of the law.  So in v16-18 Jesus gives us some teaching on the law in relation to 
the gospel speaking of both discontinuity, and continuity, and finally He ends with some 

teaching on divorce as an example of showing that it is those who follow His teaching who 
actually fulfil the law where they are hypocrites who have invented ways to break the law.  
As we look at these verses we will divide them under two headings, exposing hypocritical 
religion and correcting legalistic religion.   

 
Exposing hypocritical religion 
 



   V14, ‘The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all these things, and they ridiculed 
him.’  The Pharisees we know were the respectably religious people of the day, they were 

not Liberals like the Sadducees; they were not political zealots like the Zealots.  They often 
had the respect of the people because they had a high regard for the law and appeared to 
have God’s interests and the interests of Israel at heart.  The trouble is they did not 

understand grace and God’s salvation of sinners freely, they were self-righteous and trusted 
in the law.  They were so self-assured about their beliefs that even a prophet like John and 
the ministry of the Son of God Himself in His love, impact, purity, teaching and miracles 

could not shake them from their confidence.   
 
We are told here that they were lovers of money.  Sadly because legalism changes the 

definition of sin to suit itself many true sins come in the back door.  This is a single word in 
the Greek, ‘philarguros,’ which is made up of two Greek words, philo=love and 
arguros=silver.  This is one of the sins described by Paul that would characterize the godless 

in the last days, 2 Tim. 3:3, ‘For people will be lovers of self, lovers of money, proud, 
arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy.’  It was also one of the 
things that an elder in the church was to be free from, 1 Tim. 3:2-3, ‘Therefore an overseer 
must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, 

respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not 
quarrelsome, not a lover of money.’  When your view of righteousness consists in external 
things, and ceremonies, and ticking boxes, and racial purity then real sins come in the back 

door.  For the Pharisees it was a love of money. 
 
Because in the OT righteous men like Abraham and Job were rich, it was often thought that 

to be rich meant that you were holy and you had God’s approval.  Some people live their 
lives not discerning God’s will from His word, properly understood.  Instead, they look at 
their circumstances to see if God agrees with them in whether good or bad things happen to 

them.  This approach to money can give you a false sense of approval and you will fail to 
check your heart against it.   
 

It was their love of money, even upon hearing all of Christ’s teaching that led them to 
ridicule His teaching.  What were they ridiculing and why?  Several possibilities have been 
put forward.  Perhaps they were ridiculing Jesus Himself, for the Son of Man had no place to 

lay His head.  Contrary to Word of Faith teaching Jesus was not rich.  Perhaps they despised 
being taught about money from someone who was poor and below their station, someone 
who did not have all the trappings of success and blessing that they valued.  It is possible 

they saw His teaching as the result of envy or sour grapes.  There is many a poor person 
who criticizes the rich out of envy but do so in the name of social justice.  Perhaps they 
suspect Christ of duplicitous motives.   

Perhaps Jesus hit a nerve and their public ridicule is their attempt to save face and a form of 
revenge.  It is often the case that when a conscience is uneasy, we do not take it to the 
Lord and ask Him to search our hearts, we rush in to our own defense and often publicly to 

get the agreement of others to help us feel better about ourselves. 
Perhaps this is a case of political grandstanding where ridicule comes in the place of 
argument as a crowd manipulation tactic to keep the crowd on their side.  When someone’s 

case is weak they will often revert to ridicule instead of argument, it can be used as a cover. 
Perhaps they just genuinely disagreed because they were so self-deceived that Jesus 
teaching about using money wisely, faithfully, generously, sacrificially, with eternity in mind 
serving God and our neighbor; that they could no conceive that He could be right.  Their 

way of thinking was so convinced of their own correctness that they could not see their own 
Greed and the truth appeared to be a joke.  This last one makes the most sense to me.  We 
find it to the same way today.  Try and say in public anything the Bible says about sex and 



marriage or about sexual identity, they are so far from the truth, and so self-deceived that 
they will not even honor our opinions with an argument they will be met with condescending 

ridicule or abuse. 
 
In light of the Pharisees love of money Phillip Ryken puts this strong challenge to us: ‘Which 

master are you serving? Is Jesus Christ the master of your heart, or are you still slaving 
away for money? Here are some warning signs that we are more in love with money than 
we are with God: 

when we are anxious about our finances, not trusting God to provide for our needs today 
and tomorrow, we are in love with money and its power to make us feel more secure; 
when our lives are so full of work that we have to say “no” to Christian service, we are in 

love with money and have given it mastery over our schedule; 
when we find our thoughts returning again and again to something we are hoping to buy, 
we are in love with money and its power to get us what we think we want; 

when we make employment decisions that are spiritually unwise for ourselves and our 
families, we are in love with money and our plans for getting more of it; 
when we find ourselves wishing we had some material possession that God has given to 
someone else, we are in love with money and the status or convenience or pleasure it 

seems to bring; 
when we spend more time complaining about what we do not have than rejoicing in what 
we do have, we are in love with money and depend on our possessions rather than on God 

to give us contentment and joy; 
when it seems difficult or even impossible to give up something we want in order to give a 
full biblical tithe or to make a sacrificial gift to Christian work, we are more in love with 

money than we are with the gospel and what it can do to change the world. 
The presence or absence of these warning signs will indicate whether God is our strongest 
affection, or whether we need to confess that we have the kind of love affair with money 

that can destroy our souls.’1   
 
V15, ‘And he said to them, “You are those who justify yourselves before men, but God 

knows your hearts. For what is exalted among men is an abomination in the sight of God.’  
Jesus meets their ridicule with truths that confront their hypocritical religion.  Several points 
about the Pharisees sins are made here by Jesus: 

Firstly, we see that the Pharisees are those who justify themselves before men.  They are 
wearing an external purity to be seen by men but not a purity within that pleases God.  Now 
we must not only talk about the Pharisees external religion, but the way in which they 

parade their use of money outwardly.  Jesus rebukes the Pharisees for making a show of 
their giving.  Matt. 6:2-4, ‘Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, 
as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by 

others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. 3 But when you give to the 
needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so that your giving 
may be in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.’  And He talks about 

giving that is not required that adds to this display, Matt. 23:23-24, ‘Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have neglected the 
weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness. These you ought to have 

done, without neglecting the others. 24 You blind guides, straining out a gnat and swallowing 
a camel!’  They turned the giving of money, something to be done to the glory of God and 
the service of their neighbor, into a form of self-promotion.  This is not limited to the 
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Pharisees, many a modern day millionaire advertises their charity as they give millions away, 
and they make sure the newspapers know all about it, that we can think what nice people 

they are. 
 
Secondly, we see that they not only do it before men, but they do it in a way that justifies 

them before men.  In other words popular opinion about the moral goodness of the 
Pharisees would be positive not negative.  If you had asked any person in the street, who 
are the good people who give faithfully, no doubt the Pharisees who made a show of their 

giving and who even gave of things that were not required, like tithing their herbs, would be 
near the top of the list.  Jesus points out the exemplary giving of the widow, despite the fact 
that she only gave two mites, because this was the public perception.   

 
So Jesus drives home the knife with two striking truths, firstly, ‘God knows your hearts.’  It 
is this truth that was instrumental in my own conversion.  We can wear masks, we can put 

on a performance, we can convince other people with our words, but we cannot lie to God.  
He always knows all the truth about us.  Every thought, every wish, every fantasy, every 
desire, it is all laid bare as if He were in the room with us.  1 Sam. 16:7, ‘But the Lord said 
to Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have 

rejected him. For the Lord sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, 
but the Lord looks on the heart.”  In our self-deception we become content with public 
righteousness, being considered good in the eyes of others on the basis of our perceived 

actions, but God reminds us that He looks on the heart and judges us on the basis of what 
He sees.  Every hidden thought will be brought into judgement.  This truth of God looking 
upon the heart was the leading edge of Jesus’ evangelism to a people who were outwardly 

moral and religious.  Jesus stresses that it is the pure in heart that will see God, not only 
those who appear pure outwardly.  That we must keep the law of God in our hearts as well 
as our actions.  When Jesus wanted to help the self-righteous generation of religious Jews 

to see that they were sinners who could not save themselves He went after the heart.  To 
those who thought they were not murderers He pointed out how hate is murder in the 
heart.  And to those who thought they were not adulterers He pointed out how unfaithful 

thoughts are adultery.  Here He reminds us that Greed is idolatry, serving another God.  
When Paul calls covetousness idolatry He is quoting Christ.  This targeting of the heart is 
Christ’s tactic in evangelism, it is the only way to lay bare the sin of those who think they 

are not sinners.  And to reveal God as out judge not only of what we do but also of what we 
think and desire is to leave us with no hope.  We cannot stop our sinful thoughts, we are 
more sinful than we ever realized, our good deeds are exposed to be half-hearted and full of 

false motives.  This brings us to the end of ourselves and any attempts on our part to try 
and save ourselves or trust in anything from ourselves.  It is in being brought to the end of 
our own ability to be good that we will be ready to stop trying to save ourselves by our own 

goodness and accept the free gift of forgiveness and righteousness that is offered to anyone 
who will accept that they are sinners and come to God for His free mercy.   
 

As Christians we relish this threatening truth, where we stand exposed and naked before the 
all seeing eye of God before whom nothing can be hidden.  It is only here that we see there 
is no hope in self and Christ alone must clothe us in His righteousness.  This truth continues 

to help us fight against the self-deception and self-justification that lie at the heart of 
hypocrisy.  It is this truth that compels us to view Christianity not as external ceremonies 
but a religion of the heart that requires that our duties be done in love.  It is this truth that 
saves us from the secret sins that take root in the corners of our heart.  Welcome this truth 

as it protects your marriage, as it helps you to do your daily work well, as it keeps you 
honest in all your dealings, as it shapes you into a person of consistent character.  This truth 
is an aid to worship, holiness, love, and all other duties.   



Next Jesus drops another bomb that destroys hypocritical religion, ‘For what is exalted 
among men is an abomination before God.’  If I had to ask you, what does God call an 

abomination, how would you answer?  Perhaps some OT verses would come to mind, Lev. 
18:22, ‘You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination.’  Lev. 20:13, ‘If 
a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; 

they shall surely be put to death; their blood is upon them.’  The Pharisees who were 
experts in the law would have known what an abomination is, but please notice what Jesus 
is applying it to.  Jesus agrees with the sexual ethics of the OT and would have upheld this 

analysis of homosexuality in its practice and desires.  But He now goes further to show 
something else that God hates.  God calls an abomination those who pretend to be good 
and moral and religious putting on a good show for others, taking that which is most sacred 

God’s name and His service and using it for self-serving ends.  This religious hypocrisy which 
does damage in God’s name provokes the hottest anger in God.  Jesus is dealing a shocking 
blow to these religious rulers by putting them on a par with the most unnatural of sins.  This 

is not an attempt on the part of Christ to diminish homosexual sin but an attempt to 
emphasize the seriousness of hypocrisy.   
 
Many would count the love of money a small thing, making a pretence of goodness by a 

little public giving, this is a peccadillo.  Religious hypocrisy is as hell worthy a sin as 
homosexuality.  Many accuse the bible of being bigoted, that it is prejudiced in singling out 
those who struggle with sexual sin and persecutes them.  This is a lie, let it be clearly seen 

that Christ is impartial He condemns all sin whether it is sexual or religious.   
 
Correcting legalistic religion 

 
“The Law and the Prophets were until John; since then the good news of the kingdom of 
God is preached, and everyone forces his way into it.’  In this second part of the exchange 

Jesus moves from the Pharisees’ sinfulness to the law.  Every verse has something to say 
about the law, v16 the law was until Christ, v17 the law cannot pass away, v18, an example 
of law that the gospel upholds and the Pharisees violate.  Why this change of topic and so 

much talk about the law?  Jesus has been associating with sinners and receiving them, 
when the Pharisees pointed out that Jesus is not being holy in they way they understood it, 
Jesus then spoke about the Father’s willingness to save sinners.  We had three parables that 

spoke about God’s desire to save not judge, His persistent search of them, and His free and 
rich welcome to them when they repented.  The Pharisees however are legalistic, in the 
parable of the prodigal son the older brother shows that he thought the younger brother 

should not have been forgiven but punished and that he should be the one to have a party 
because he was so good.  The Pharisees were of the opinion that a gospel of free grace that 
does not look like and imitate their particular brand of law keeping must deny the law 

making Jesus an antinomian.  The question of the law was the 600 pound gorilla in the 
room.  So Jesus makes various statements in reference to the law. 
 

Firstly, ‘The law and prophets were until John.’  On the one hand Jesus stresses the 
discontinuity of the law.  Jesus fulfils the OT law in several ways.  He fulfils the promises of 
the law, the prophecies of the law, the types and shadows of the law, the law as a covenant 

of works to fulfil all righteousness on behalf of His people, and the penalty of the law in that 
the payment of sin requires the death of a sinless substitute.  With the coming of Christ 
there is the arrival of the New Covenant and there are things about the law that must 
change, Judaism must go, SDAism is wrong, we must move into the NT.   

Secondly, ‘since then the good news of the kingdom of God is preached.’  The Pharisees 
were trusting in a twisted view of the OT law, they were missing that this was the age of 
promises fulfilled.  The reference to the good news is a reference to the promised era of 



God’s salvation which Jesus is announcing has come in Himself.  Important to note is that 
the gospel or the good news of the kingdom of God is being preached.  In other words, 

there is a message which must be believed for salvation, because salvation is by faith apart 
from works of the law.   
Thirdly, ‘and everyone forces his way into it.’  This is a difficult statement but it is likely a 

statement for the benefit of the Pharisees who have idols like their self-righteousness and 
their love of money, and how they will have to count the cost and commit to the narrow 
way, and by repenting of their various idols force their way into it.  The word force does 

conjure up ideas of warfare, in this instance it is the warfare of radical repentance.  This is a 
call by Christ to the Pharisees to count the cost and to push into the truth, going through 
the eye of a needle, stripping of their works and idols, and coming in the poverty of their sin 

to find salvation.   
Fourthly, v17, ‘But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one dot of the 
Law to become void.’  This verse at first blush appears to contradict verse 16.  V16 says the 

law is ending, this verse says creation will pass away before the law does.  So which is it, 
does the law end or does it endure; and the answer is, yes.  It is both and.  The moral 
requirements of the law, what we know as the moral law as opposed to the ceremonial and 
civil law does continue to apply to the Christian.  Here Christ is stressing that His teaching 

fulfils the law and continues to uphold its ethical standards as the rule of life for true 
believers.  Jesus puts away the OT aspects of the law, the man made additions to the law, 
and the law as a way of salvation.   

Fifthly, v18, ‘Everyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and he 
who marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery.’  You might ask what 
does divorce and remarriage have to do with Jesus discussion with the Pharisees, and the 

answer is everything.  This verse is not all that Jesus has to say on the matter and should 
always be read along with matt. 5 and 19 for a full view of Jesus teaching.  It is placed here 
to alert us to the fact a fuller discussion took place where Jesus convicted the Pharisees of 

their lawbreaking around divorce and remarriage.  We wont be able to say all that we would 
like but here is a brief outline: 
The Pharisees were divided between two opinions of the interpretation of the Deut 24:1-4 

which allowed a man to divorce his wife for uncleanness.  The school that followed the 
teaching of the rabbi Shammai believed that uncleanness meant sexual immorality, and 
strict grounds for divorce should be followed.  The majority view and the view that guided 

practice in the first century was the view of Hillel who taught that uncleanness could mean 
anything including becoming unattractive or even burning the food.  This no fault divorce 
practice was common in the first century and was being protected under the teaching of the 

Pharisees who make a big show of giving a certificate so that it made things look like they 
were conforming to the law.  Jesus comes along and basically takes the side of Shammai 
against Hillel condemning all those who thought they were pure and did not violate God’s 

will for marriage showing them that they were adulterers.  Jesus exposes their legal 
loophole abuse and condemns them as law breakers.   
 

Jesus words have created a number of questions like can a Christian remarry and how 
should we view the person who has remarried, are they living in a state of perpetual 
adultery.  A few short thoughts on this, and please feel free to come and see me afterwards 

if I create more questions than answers, time forbids that we can spend too much time on 
this.   
Firstly, when we see Jesus use the word adultery we should give it its full weight in terms of 
sin that sends to hell but we should avoid any legal connotations.  For example, the same 

description of adultery is made of sinful thoughts, but we would not want to give the word 
its full legal weight and say that a wife has grounds for divorce if her husband thinks an 
unfaithful thought.  The point here is to show a people who think they keep the law that 



they break it, not out line jurisprudence.  Likewise, if a person who was sinfully divorces 
remarries, is their second marriage legitimate or are they living in a perpetual state of 

adultery?  They commit the sin of adultery but not the crime meaning that their second 
marriages are true marriages though entered into sinfully.  Jesus Himself recognized the 5 
marriages of the woman at the well which He could not do if the word adultery was given its 

full legal weight.   
 
But let us conclude.  Jesus is a faithful evangelist who goes for the heart of the religious 

hypocrites who were ridiculing Him.  He applies the truth of an all seeing God who hates all 
sin including religious hypocrisy, in order that He might help them see they have no hope in 
themselves and that they might recognize the arrival of the promised gospel and salvation 

by faith not by the law. Jesus spells out how He fulfils the law, yet how the law continues to 
apply as an ethic for Christians to heed.  Do you have a heart that serves money and who 
mocks Christ’s perspective on possessions?  Do you live a lie and pretend to be what you 

are not?  Christ exposes us and calls us to believe and receive the free gift of salvation.  He 
shows us our guilt as a favour to turn us from ourselves to Himself as out only hope.  He 
points you from the law as a way of salvation to a way of life.  What do you need to apply in 
your heart today?                                 

               


