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My father took a long time to come to faith in God. One recurring problem he struggled with was the hypocrisy he had witnessed in the church as a child. He was a boy when Hitler ruled Germany and he heard stories of pastors collaborating with the Nazis and informing on their parishioners. 
Hypocrisy has done a great deal of damage to the reputation of the church. One of the most prominent displays of hypocrisy that has come to light in recent years is the physical and sexual abuse perpetrated by clergy and people in leadership in the church. 
Of course, hypocrisy is not limited to people in positions of leadership. There are plenty of people who go to church regularly and put on a good face on Sunday but look at their lives during the week and you may see a very different side of them. You may see people who honour God with their lips on Sunday but then engage in behaviour motivated by greed, anger, envy, pride and all manner of sinful thoughts during the week.
If we are honest with ourselves all of us struggle with sinful thoughts, impulses and behaviours. All of us tend to reveal the better parts of ourselves in public. In very subtle ways our behaviour changes depending on the company we are with.
It begins when we are children. The language we use in the company of our friends at school changes when the teacher enters the room or when we are in the company of an adult, our parents, or grandparents. As adults, we may also change the language we use and the topics we discuss depending on whether we are with friends, work colleagues, or someone in authority. Sometimes it is out of respect, sometimes it is out of fear and sometimes because we want the important people in our lives to think the best of us. 
The result is that most of us have learned to be careful which parts of ourselves we reveal to different people in our lives, with the result being that very few people get to know the real us. Actors in ancient Greece wore masks to mark which character they were playing. The word hypocrite comes from the Greek word for actor. In many situations, we are wearing a mask, acting a part that we want others to see. 
Often, we can get away with acting a part, because people cannot see inside our hearts, souls and minds. People can only hear what we say and see what we do. Even if people suspect that we are not who we seem to be, it is only if we slip up and if they see us when we have our guard down that people see the mask slip off for a moment.
Since people can only judge us by what they hear us say and see us do, we can be tempted to think that we can fool God in the same way. We fool ourselves into believing that if we can perform well enough, then God will approve of us. Go to church, say all the correct things, put on a good show and maybe God will be pleased with us. 
The difference between God and human beings is that God does not look at the appearance of our words and actions from the outside. God is interested in what is in our hearts. Even if we appear to be doing good works, going to church, giving to God and helping the needy, it is the inner motivation and mindset that God is interested in. 
You might give to charity because your faith in God has resulted in love for your needy neighbour or you may give to charity because of a selfish desire to look good in front of other people. If we examine ourselves and our actions, we are most likely to discover that many of our words and actions result from mixed motives. This is because we are both saints and sinners at the same time.
On the one hand, God through the gift of his word and by the power of the Holy Spirit is changing our hearts. At times we listen to the perfect Word of God that gives freedom. That word by the power of the Holy Spirit changes our hearts and we spontaneously do what it says and experience the blessing of doing so. 
On the other hand, on other occasions, we may find ourselves acting like a person looking at their face in a mirror and then turning away and forgetting what they look like. We hear God’s life-giving word but immediately forget it and let our sinful thoughts and desires control our behaviour instead.
Since we are both saints and sinners, no matter how hard we try to keep God’s laws we will never keep them perfectly. Even if on the outside our life looks like the picture of perfection, we should not become too smug about how good we are because God sees through the mask and knows the motivation behind our good deeds. God can read your sinful thoughts, see your sinful secret motivations and desires and is fully aware of every sinful corner of your heart and mind.
We also should be slow to judge others by their deeds because we can’t look into their hearts. We should be careful about evaluating others by the size of their deeds. On the outside, a person’s words and actions may not look impressive but on the inside their hearts may be full of faith and love.
It is hard enough to live a life that looks good on the outside, but if we have to be good on the inside and have perfectly clean hearts, then what hope is there for us?
The apostle Peter once asked Jesus how many times he should forgive he should forgive a fellow disciple who sins against him. Peter gave an exaggerated suggestion of seven times. After all how many people are prepared to forgive someone more than once for a repeated offence, let alone seven times. Jesus said, “not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” (Matt 18:22). Jesus was indicating that when you love another person there is no limit to forgiveness.
Not one of us is perfect. All of us fall short of the glory of God. Even those who appear to be saints on the outside still have sin in their hearts. Thankfully God’s love is bigger than our sin and failure. God’s forgiveness is without limits. God loves us so much that God the Son was willing to put his life on the line for us and indeed he did die for us. 
Nothing in all creation including our sin and failure will stop God from loving us and forgiving us. In Christ God’s arms are always open wide ready to embrace you with his love. Amen.
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