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Gnats and Camels – Failure in Proportion and Priority
Matthew 23:23-24
Introduction
1. Matthew 23 records Jesus’ public estimation of the scribes and Pharisees – they are hypocrites, and their spiritual state warrants the constant interjection of “woe.”
2. Among the problems publicly addressed by Jesus was their sin of neglect due to their skewed view of the law – Matthew 23:23
3. To impress them with the folly of such a mindset, Jesus gave a comical depiction of their behavior – Matthew 23:24
4. The words of Jesus require our careful attention, and self-reflection. (Avoiding extremes of interpretation – ex: He was condemning their careful attention to following the law of tithing that was not a big deal.)
5. What behavior was Jesus addressing? What caused it? What does this behavior lead to?
I. The Text in Context
A. Prior Questioning
a. Pharisees (taxes), Sadducees (resurrection), lawyer (scribe)/Pharisees (law).
b. Matthew 22:34-40 – which commandment is preeminent.
i. Jesus’ answer speaks to the mindset of the lawyers – constant debate over the importance of commands presents a fragmented view of scripture.
ii. (vv. 37-40) – in giving emphasis to these two, Jesus emphasizes and brings fulfillment to every command.
c. This final question speaks directly to the failure in proportion and priority pointed out by Jesus in Matthew 23:23-24.
B. The Hypocrisy of the Scribes and Pharisees
a. The entire text continually charges them with hypocrisy – Matthew 23:13, 14, 15, 23, 25, 27, 29
b. Explicit hypocritical behavior:
i. (vv. 3-5) – they preach, but they don’t practice, and rather than acting to receive God’s blessings, and give Him glory, they aim at the notice of men. (cf. Galatians 1:10)
ii. (vv. 27-28) – they are pretenders with superficial display, but inward decay.
iii. (vv. 29-30) – they separate themselves from their ancestors when they behave the same. (Honoring previous prophets, but dishonoring current – Luke 7:29-35)
C. The Abuse and Avarice of the Scribes and Pharisees
a. Jesus addresses their selfish, antisocial behavior which runs counter to the thrust of the Law He noted before (cf. Matthew 22:37-40).
b. Matthew 23:14, 25-26, 31-36 – they abuse others and are intoxicated by their love of money. (cf. Luke 16:14)
D. The Teaching and Leading of the Scribes and Pharisees
a. The text begins with noting the positive theory of the scribes and Pharisees – Matthew 23:2 – to teach the Law and aid the people with judgment.
b. Their theory does not amount to practice – Matthew 23:3-4, 13, 15, 16-22, 23-24, 31-36 – saying but not doing, hindering spiritual progress and hope, corrupting influence, false evaluation, opposition to truth and its proclaimers.
II. The Behavior
A. Biblical Principles are Filtered Through Human Wisdom
a. Specific charge – Matthew 23:23
i. Tithing commanded – Deuteronomy 14:22-23 (Grain, new wine (grapes), oil (olives)); Leviticus 27:30 (Seed of land, fruit of tree.); Deuteronomy 26:2 (All the produce of the ground.)
ii. Jesus does not condemn – “These you ought to have done, without leaving the others undone.” (similar to v. 2 – your position is significant, but you don’t fulfill it)
1. Mint, anise, cummin – small aromatic herbs used to flavor food.
2. They are meticulous in their observation of the Old Testament command to tithe, and if anything, such is commendable.
iii. Charge – “neglected the weightier matters of the law”
1. “Weightier” – barys – v. 4 – “heavy” (in reference to their traditions)
a. They burden others with their uninspired rules, but themselves neglect what is truly substantive.
2. Justice, mercy, faith(fulness) – cf. Micah 6:8 – fundamentals to God’s character, and purposes.
iv. It is not a charge of binding where God does not bind, but a failure in proportion and priority – this is further demonstrated by the imagery.
b. Illustration – Matthew 23:24
i. Gnats and camels were both unclean – Leviticus 11:4, 20-23, 41
ii. To avoid consuming what is unclean they would pour their liquid through a straining cloth to catch things like gnats.
iii. The image is ironic, and comical – their care to avoid something so small led them to miss something so huge.
iv. Parallel – gnat (making sure to tithe the mint, anise, cummin), camel (failing to observe justice, mercy, and faith-fulness)
c. Jesus’ view – Matthew 22:36-40 – His reply is no sharp rebuke of a consideration that there might be some commands that are “weightier” (23:23), or more important, but a proper evaluation.
i. Proportion and priority – v. 40
ii. His answer does not evaluate each command by itself, but as parts to the whole.
iii. If the whole is misunderstood for a greater focus on a small part, then greater things will be neglected.
iv. If the whole is understood and pursued, then the smaller parts will be fulfilled.
d. Human wisdom makes a mess of God’s revelation – “Blind guides” (v. 24)
i. “hypocrites” – likely following their proclivity for parading their faithfulness to others – I’m so very careful to tithe the smallest of herbs.
ii. But they miss the main thrust of the law – faithfulness would have led you to keep the tithing laws, justice and mercy would have kept you from the corruption outlined by Jesus.
1. “that you may learn to fear the Lord your God always” (Deuteronomy 14:23).
2. “[it] is the Lord’s. It is holy to the Lord” (Leviticus 27:30).
B. Hypercriticism
a. Such a perspective leads to hypercritical judgment of others – something the Pharisees were notorious for.
b. Matthew 7:1-5 – the consideration is not that an improper judgment was made, but the irony of proportion.
i. (v. 5) – the speck needs to be removed, but it pales in comparison to the plank.
ii. (vv. 1-2) – is this how you would want to be judged? (cf. James 2:12-13)
c. Hypercriticism is not noble attention to detail. Usually, it is a tell that there are more fundamental matters out of order in that person’s life.
i. He could not see the plank for the speck!
ii. Cf. Galatians 6:1-2 – the exercise in self-evaluation, and the perspective of burden bearing precludes harshness and disproportionate reaction.
iii. Cf. Luke 18:9-14 (Pharisee and Tax Collector) – “I give tithes of all that I possess” (v. 12).
C. Hypocrisy
a. Matthew 7:5 – Jesus is addressing hypocrisy as well.
b. Matthew 23:16-22 – a failure in proportion and priority utilized for convincing others in dishonesty.
i. Swearing by perceived value of items to give weight to words otherwise susceptible to doubt.
ii. (v. 16) – the weight is not given to the truthfulness of the person, but the value of the object sworn by.
iii. James 5:12 – Just tell the truth!
1. M text – “hypocrisy” – likely a scribal gloss explaining the nature of the judgment, i.e. judged to be a hypocrite.
iv. What gives weight to a person’s words is the truth.
c. When such proportions and priorities are skewed, the result is hypocrisy – a façade of faithfulness due to strenuous attention to the trees while missing the entire forest. (cf. Matthew 23:23)
III. The Cause
A. Bitter Zeal and Self-Seeking
a. Some become guilty of convincing themselves that their zeal is pure and godly, when in reality it is a result of pride and self-seeking – this leads to the assessment of God’s will by human wisdom, hypercriticism, and hypocrisy.
b. James 3:13-18 – there is a desire to appear wise and knowledgeable, but not before God. (cf. 2 Timothy 2:15)
i. “meekness of wisdom” – James 1:21 – full and practical surrender to God’s will.
ii. “bitter envy” – pikros zelos – bitter zeal (cf. Romans 10:2); “selfish ambition” (NASB) – not wisdom that serves others, but that selfishly pursues gain.
iii. (vv. 15-16) – its origin and fruit.
1. Even if a matter pertains to the truth, the disproportionate view of it may lead to fundamentally great evils – division, hatred, blasphemies, etc. (cf. 1 Corinthians 3:3-4)
iv. (vv. 17-18) – true wisdom seeks this and produces this.
1. There may be a gnat to remove, but one with heavenly wisdom will not swallow the camel of slander, bitterness, or partiality. 
c. Some have a greater appetite for the honor from men, or distinction among men, than they do for God’s approval.
i. The biblical history, as well as the broader human history, shows that men commonly place stock in things which God considers minimal (cf. 1 Corinthians 1:20, 25).
ii. The result is a hierarchy of value that is not grounded in God’s word, and leads to negligence, and misjudgment of others and self.
iii. This zeal and seeking leads to gulping down camels after the gnat is removed. 
B. Errant Reaction (Overreaction or overcorrection)
a. We must be ready to contend for the faith – Jude 3
b. However, there are times when issues arise within the church, be it doctrinal or moral, which take so much of our attention that other important matters, often more fundamental matters, are neglected.
c. Often, the symptoms are treated (this is needed), while the disease is unaddressed.
d. EX: Revelation 2:1-7 – Ephesus had stood for truth, and fought battles, and endured fire, but their love ran cold.
e. Some churches and brethren are known for their doctrinal zeal and “soundness,” but they’re cold, unapproachable, impatient, not evangelistic, and their faith is shallow.
IV. The Outcome
A. Spiritual Disorientation
a. The failure in proportion and priority causes one to lose their spiritual bearings – Matthew 23:24 – “Blind guides” (cf. Matthew 15:14)
b. What is spiritual maturity? What is true discipleship? Etc. (cf. 1 Corinthians 4:6-13)
c. Some recoil at scriptural things that are said or done, or scripture itself, because they do not have a heart after God’s heart. (cf. Luke 5:30-32)
B. Gross Negligence
a. Hosea 6:6; Micah 6:8 – what is God truly after?
b. Psalm 50:16-21 – do we think God is like us, to declare the law with force and conviction only to squander the foundational principles?
C. False Security
a. Despite the camels some are willing to swallow, their skewed perspective brings them a sense of security because of the gnats they’ve strained out.
b. They assume fellowship with God despite serious failures – Micah 3:9-12
D. A Caricature of God and His People
a. Our behavior reflects on our view of God – Hosea 9:10; Psalm 115:8
b. Who do we portray God to be when we strain out the gnat and swallow the camel?
c. Who is God? – Exodus 34:6-7
Conclusion
1. It is not our job to sit in judgment against God’s law revealed in Christ to determine an exact scale of importance concerning a list of commands. However, we are to be transformed by the gospel into the very character of Christ, which demands a sense of proportion and priority in our consideration of God’s word.
2. If we are not careful, we could become guilty of the same thing Jesus denounces in the scribes and Pharisees.
3. Christ speaks of “weightier matters of the law,” and we would do well to avoid minimizing them as we emphasize what we deem to be more important.
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