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2 Warnings 
 

1. ____________ can lead to an abuse of _______________ (23:1-4).  
 

 
2. __________ leaders do not crave the __________________ (23:5-7). 

 
 
 
7 Woes 
 

 1st Woe: Inept __________________ (23:13-14).  
(Isa. 6; 10; 24; 45; Jer. 4:13, 31; 6:4).  

 
 
 

 2nd Woe: Toxic __________________ (23:15).  
 
 
 

 3rd Woe: Profaning the _____________________ (23:16-22).  
 
 
 

 4th Woe: Tedious ____________________ (23:23-24).  
 
 
 

 5th Woe: Pretentious __________________ (23:25-26). 
 
 
 

 6th Woe: Spiritually ____________________ (23:27-28). 
 
 
 

 7th Woe: A __________________ heritage (23:29-36).  
 
 
Conclusion: A Desolate House… 
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Introduction: Last Week we looked at Jesus’ lost week and the confrontations with the religious 

power brokers of his day—the Pharisees, Scribes, Sadducees, and the Herodians. Jesus confronted 

them through 3 parables and four debates over culturally charged issues. 

 

Chapter 23 is a transitional chapter between 21-22 and 24-25. The chapter we’re going to look at 

today concludes the controversies Jesus had with the super-religious and it introduces a prophecy 

regarding the desolation of the house in 24.  

 

Jesus’ language to the crowds and his disciples (and arguably all the scribes, priests and Pharisees 

embedded in his crowds)—his language is so incendiary—his critique of the Jewish leaders is of 

such a blistering nature—that it leaves no margin for indifference. It leaves no space for 

unresponsiveness. They will be forced to choose either to repent of their wrong-headed religion, turn 

fully to him in faith—or they will be forced to silence him and to suppress his scathing message.  

 

Let’s pick it up at verse 1 in chapter 23… 

 

Scripture: Mt 23:1-12 

 

Before Jesus gives them 7 woes, he primes the pump—he gives them 2 warnings.  

 

2 Warnings 

1. Inconsistency can lead to an abuse of leadership (23:1-4).  
Jesus outed the scribes and Pharisees—they heap heavy demands of religion on the people and yet 

they fail to lift a finger to help.   

 

 Background: The “seat” of Moses (kathedra)—is both the metaphorical center of authority, 

which the Scribes and Pharisees claimed this unwarranted lineage back to Moses—and it was 

also a literal chair in the synagogues that has been excavated in our time. The seat was likely 

the place where the Scribe (teacher) or the Pharisee sat to explain the Scriptures and the 

rabbinic interpretations of those passages for the Jews.  

 

 Illus. Two packs, two kids—one race…GO! 

Unfortunately, one of the kids was carrying a pack filled with a bowling ball and other very 

heavy objects, while the other kid has a bunch of tissue and news paper in his pack.  

See how hard it is to run the race when you are weighted down with the extra burden of 

carrying a bowling ball? 

 

Jesus said, “They hold these important seats of authority and so you must do what they tell 

you—but don’t follow their example, because they strap these heavy burdens of religion on 

you and then do nothing to help you carry these exacting demands.” 
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 The “burdens” are the oral traditions that the Pharisees believed went back to Moses. 

These were application oriented, binding legal rules that were intended to aid the Jew in 

applying the law in specific situations, and to safeguard the law from contamination. But these 

extra-biblical laws became a barrier to people to becoming fully devoted worshipers of God. 

Jesus will address some specific ones in this very passage, but first I want to illustrate what 

Jesus is talking about.  

 

 Application: We can help our children, we can help our coworkers, family, those we lead to 

carry the cross of Christ better when we model what we teach. But the scribes and the 

Pharisees’ life didn’t match their profession.  

 

Their inconsistent lives led to an abuse of their power over the people—demanding legalistic 

performance and failing to help carry that burden by carrying it themselves.  
 

The second warning in the passage… 

2. Godly leaders do not crave the spotlight (23:5-7). 
He gives four examples of how the scribes and Pharisees “do everything to be seen or receive 

recognition by men.” Now hear me well. This doesn’t mean that godly leaders do not accept the 

spotlight when it has been thrust upon them by God. Jesus was more popular than any preacher Israel 

has ever seen before or since. But the real issue is whether or not you crave it in order to puff 

yourself up as something special.  

 They make their phylacteries (phylakteria; tefillin) prominent—probably the little box with 

a small scroll attached to the forehead or arm during the morning prayer service. Jesus said, 

some rabbis were tempted broaden the box or the strap and they were likely wearing them 

throughout the day for people to see their commitment to the Scriptures (Ex. 13:9; Dt. 6:8; 

11:18). 

Picture:  

 They made their fringes conspicuous—referring to the most holy part of the holy man’s 

garment (Num. 15; Dt. 22)—the tassels (kraspedon; tsith tsith) on the kanaphim (corners) of 

their robes. Jesus wore these also, but the scribes and Pharisees had them made longer and 

more noticeable so that people could see their obvious piety.  

Picture:  

 They craved social significance—Jesus mentions honored seats at feasts and in the 

synagogues.  
The guests at important dinners or banquets were seated in order of rank, and their tendency 

was to arrive fashionably late in order to be seen by everyone taking the most honored guest 

spot. In the synagogues, the seat in front was for the honored teacher whereas other ranking 

elders and rulers would sit on the perimeter on stone benches around the room, while the 
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disciples and congregants stood in the middle of the room—or sat on benches. Jesus stated that 

they loved, loved these places of high honor in society.  

 Honorific titles—Jesus then chastises them for desiring honored titles such as “rabbi” which 

means (my master) and “teacher” which means (my teacher who is my master) or rabbouni 

(my GREAT master) or pater (my father/master). Jesus forbids the disciples to take any of 

these titles and he effectually ends the rabbinate with this statement “You are not to be called 

rabbi, rabouni, exalted teacher, honored father/teacher—because you have one supreme 

authority on God’s Word—the Messiah; and you have one father who is master in heaven—

God.” 

 

In my office I’ve got about 5 post secondary degrees hanging on my wall. It’s taken me some 20 

years to earn those, and I’m grateful for the opportunities that God has given me in my pursuit of 

learning. But right next to those pieces of paper from various institutions, I’ve hung this most 

important credential… 

Picture:  

 

My greatest credential is my title “Dad” and “Husband” and “Servant.” Not “Dr.” or “pastor.” 

Jesus insisted that the true fashions of the righteous are not this chic and trendy stuff that they draped 

themselves in—widened prayer boxes and richly embroidered prayer shawls. The truly righteous will 

be clothed with humility and service to others—recognizing that there is one, supreme master—the 

Messiah.   

 

This transitions into 7 woes for these false shepherds of Israel… 

 

Jesus charges them with being… 

1
st
 Woe: Inept Gatekeepers (23:13-14) 

Because you bar men from God’s everlasting Kingdom. These “woes” can be found in the OT—the 

prophets, particularly Isaiah, used the “woe” oy! Device as a judgment on God’s enemies, and Isa. 

uses it in particular to judge Jerusalem and Judah (Is 3; 5; 6; 10; 24; 45; Jer. 4:13, 31; 6:4). Now 

Isaiah prophesies God’s woe—a judgment on the people for their increasing wickedness, injustice, 

superficiality in worship—but after they are exiled, Jeremiah laments with the woe that they are 

under judgment—exiled from God—needing to return.  

 

 Woes are verdicts. It means—God is not now, and no longer deliberating about your 

situation. The verdict is in and you’ve been found culpable. It’s not a plea for salvation—it’s a 

decree of sure judgment.  

 

 The super-religious had failed to recognize who Jesus really was. They failed to receive 

him as their Messiah and Lord and so their religious system was proven to be bogus—a faulty 
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worldview—a false direction—and they failed to enter themselves and also barred Jewish 

people from finding their true Messiah-Savior.  

 

They were inept and incompetent gatekeepers—erecting more barriers between men and God—

failing to lead them to their true salvation.  

 

Jesus charges them with peddling… 

2
nd

 Woe: Toxic Religion (23:15). Because you kill the patient with religion. You 

work tirelessly to proselytize the wayward Jew—the diaspora—back to your brand of Judaism—and 

when you’ve converted them you make them worse than you are. Even more zealous and eager to 

obscure the light of God’s revelation with your worthless religion.   

 Application: If ever we make anything but disciples of Jesus we are missing the mark. If we 

make disciples of our Baptist church, or Christ Community Church, or disciples of Jeff or 

followers of anything else other than Jesus—we are missing the mark. People can be very 

excited about their “thing.” But if their “thing” is not Jesus’ mission of making disciples—if 

it’s not being a disciple of Jesus, their zeal can morph into a toxic concoction of legalism and 

religious devotion. 

 Bad religion can do more harm than good. Teaching accurately about Jesus and leading 

people to a genuine faith in him is our highest priority. 

 

Jesus indicts them for… 

3
rd

 Woe: Profaning the Sacred (23:16-22).  
 The complicated oath and vow system the Pharisees had contrived was designed entirely to 

avoid judgment in case they broke their oaths. They had developed a taxonomy of oaths—

categories of varying degrees of importance. So instead of taking their vows of purity in all 

these extraneous unbiblical traditions they made up—instead of taking them in the name of 

God/YHWH and his temple—they created the artifice of taking vows in the name of the 

accouterments—the gold, the gifts, the trimmings. This, according to Jesus, was 

tantamount to profaning God’s sacred name in order to appear pious, when they knew they 

would break those vows privately. 

 Public commitments—with no real private follow through—and then expecting to escape the 

judgment of God because they created these legal loopholes that allowed them to break their 

oaths.  

 Application: We must resist the temptation to seek loopholes for our faith. We must take 

our commitments to God seriously, but we should be far more interested in God’s commitment 

to us—to save us, redeem us, and grow us up in the most holy faith. When we live knowing 

that we are accountable to the Spirit of God—our commitment will be a simple “yes” or a 

simple “no.” And we’ll stop looking for loopholes and escape clauses in our spirituality. 
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How many times have I heard someone who was caught in sin say to me, “Well you know, I’m 

saved by grace.” Yeah but that grace is an empowering grace. Grace isn’t so we can get our tickets 

punched an escape hell only. Grace doesn’t bring freedom to sin, it brings freedom from sin.  

 

Jesus disavows… 

4
th

 Woe: Tedious Devotion (23:23-24). Jesus says they are faithful to atomize their 

tithes—literally grinding to fine powder even their spices—giving 10% from their spice racks.  

 Pharisees emerged in the Intertestamental period as the collectors of tithes for the people to 

fund the Hasmonean Kingdom. When the Hasmoneans tried to consolidate the offices of King 

and Priest—the Pharisees had a falling out over this but by that time, they were so popular 

with the people that they held on to power for a couple of decades which is why we’re 

encountering them in the NT (e.g. there still around serving as “the people’s party”). So they 

have a rich history of being the party that collects and practices tithing religiously. And Jesus 

doesn’t censure them for this—tithing was a part of the OC law and they are, ostensibly, OC 

Jews.  

 

His scathing critique is that they have royally missed the point.  

 

 Illus. Tyler’s Swedish Fish—I taught him the principle with a bag of Swedish fish and then 

demanded my share. But I didn’t teach the heart behind the command.  

 They were negligent teachers with upside-down priorities. Because you are meticulous 

with the minutiae of the law and careless with the more urgent matters—justice for the poor, 

mercy for the sinner, and faithfulness to love God supremely above all. Jesus uses a humorous 

analogy—an occupational irony. He calls them “blind guides.” They were sick and unhealthy 

doctors. Like carpenters who couldn’t read a tape measure. 

 The joke was on them. They strained out a mere gnat from their wine—exceeding the 

Levitical command to avoid eating winged insects—yet they choked down a camel—the 

largest, grossest unclean animal in ancient Judaism. The crowd likely erupts in laughter at this 

word picture.  

 Application: We must avoid the Pharisees’ example of atomizing the demands of the Gospel. 

The scribes and Pharisees had a statute for every conceivable situation in life. They choked off 

the life of their religion by leaving no margin, nor space for people to just work it out. And so 

we must be careful not to answer every question, explain every mystery? Do you think that it’s 

possible that the deliverances of the divine mind might not all fit into our neat little theological 

systems? Leave some space for people to work it out. The scribes and Pharisees ground 

everything into fine particles of religion but were negligent in showing mercy to those made in 

God’s image, showing justice to those unfairly accused, and faithfulness to love God 

supremely above all. 
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Jesus accuses them of being… 

5
th

 Woe: Pretentious scammers (23:25-26). 
 The Rabbinic debate: Jesus is actually addressing a debate between the Shammaite and 

Hillite parties within Pharisaism. The Shammaite Pharisees taught that it was unimportant 

which you cleaned first—the inner or outer surface of the cup or bowl. Whereas the Hillelite 

party insisted that the outer surface of the dish didn’t matter—what mattered was cleaning the 

inside of the cup (again—for ritual purposes).  

 

So Jesus uses an example from out of their oral tradition to illustrate that the inner sanctum—the 

heart—was a first priority over the externalities they tended to emphasize.  

 

 Their moral condition: pretentious fakes. He tells them that they are eaten up with self-

indulgence. They exhibit only the mere veneer of true devotion—their righteousness is a 

façade while inwardly they remain in a state of spiritual squalor. Religiously chic but 

spiritually and inwardly shabby. Sinful, corrupt, exacting, demanding, unrelenting, 

ungracious—pugnacious.  

 Application: A man living in Southern California was on his way to work one morning in his 

brand new BMW. Suddenly, the Big one hit; the earth began to tremble under his wheels and 

the car was swallowed by the earth. The man was seriously injured, but as he climbed out of 

the wreckage he didn't even notice that his left arm had been cut off at the elbow. He just stood 

by the side of the road, viewing the wreckage and crying out, "Oh no, my Beemer, my 

Beemer!" A man who had witnessed the disaster said to him, "How can you be crying about 

your car? Don't you realize that your arm has been cut off?" The man looked down in horror at 

his missing limb and said, "Oh no! My Rolex! My Rolex!" Jesus chastises them for greed and 

self-indulgence and the remedy is generosity and self-sacrifice.  

 

Jesus then asserted that they were in fact… 

6
th

 Woe: Spiritually Dead (23:27-28). 
 You are like those tombs during Passover season that have been washed over with a 

bright chalky mineral that turns the tomb stones white. They look beautiful—even inviting—

but are actually full of death. Because you appear to be spiritually alive but in reality are 

inwardly dead and full of lawlessness and hypocrisy. 

 Illus. No better example of lawlessness and hypocrisy than Elliot Spitzer who has recently 

resurfaced in the news. Spitzer was a well respected New York Governor who rose to power 

as an attorney general because of his tireless prosecution of prostitution rings. Yet on March 

10, 2008, he was busted for patronizing a prostitution ring and frequenting a high profile 

brothel. This was both an example of hypocrisy and lawlessness and this is just what Jesus 

says to the scribes and Pharisees. The super-religious have actually privately broken the law—

the very laws by which they judge others.  
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 Application: I think you would agree, that all of us are better on Sunday than any other 

day.  

 Illus. Kerri called me about Karlee this week, to tell me she has strep throat. I immediately 

began to lament the fact that we’re all going to get it and what if I can’t preach on 

Sunday…My loving and patient wife just said “Now slow down. I just told you that your 

daughter, your little cherub from heaven, has strep throat.” I said, “Oh I’m sorry. I’m a 

knuckle head. Yes, let’s pray for Karlee…” 

 

You know, to some degree, we will never be able to avoid the temptation to be lawless and 

selfish and hypocritical. All of us are better on Sunday than we are any other day.  

 

But the key is to live a repentant life. And this brings us to our final point… 

 

Jesus denounces them as having a… 

7
th

 Woe: Dubious Heritage (27:29-36).  
 The Jews in Jesus’ day stressed their heritage—that they had descended from the tribes. 

Yes, Jesus draws a distinction here. He tells them that they are not the spiritual heirs of the 

prophets, they are the spiritual successors of those who murdered the prophets.  

 They testify against themselves—which was a full proof and well established method of 

winning a public trial in the ancient world—they have taken the witness stand and have been 

caught in their own slogan—the progeny of the wicked who always persecute and murder the 

righteous.  

 Complete their campaign—fill up, or fill full to the measuring line the sin of your fathers and 

go ahead and kill the last and greatest spokesman for God—God’s one and only Son.  

 Culpable and worthy of judgment—brood of vipers—baby snakes that ate their way out of 

their mother’s womb—a graphic and offensive image to these buttoned up, priggish 

schoolmarms of Israel. 

 

Concluding Christology: I have longed to gather you like a hen—but you were unwilling. Your 

house is left desolate… 

Matt. 24  

 

How to avoid being a phony religious person.  

 

1. Close the loopholes—the Pharisees were masters at creating traditions that allowed them to break 

the commands of God. “You set aside the command of God for the sake of your tradition.  

 

2. Consistency is the hallmark of the spiritually mature. Jesus taught the crowds not to follow their 

example (23:2-4). Don’t follow their example. Being “real” and “authentic” are buzz words in our 

culture right now. But Jesus isn’t just advocating being “real” because you could be really bad. Jesus 
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wants us to be authentically holy—genuinely godly in our attitudes and our outward actions. Not 

perfect—but having a heart that is surrendered daily to God.  

 

3. Humility and integrity are the true fashions of the righteous. The scribes and Pharisees loved to 

wear their prayer boxes (teffilin) or phylacteries not only during their morning prayer times—but also 

out in public where people could see. Jesus indicted them for widening the strap on these prayer 

boxes so that everyone could see these pious geniuses coming a mile away. They also made the 

tassels tsitsith long on their prayer shawls so that others would know they were committed and 

devoted. But the true badge of spirituality is not what we wear, our religious jargon—truly spiritual 

people clothe themselves in humility and they are unassuming.  

 

4. Avoid self-promotion. The scribes and Pharisees loved the honored seats at banquets, the honored 

places in public worship, and most of all, they loved the seat of Moses. An actual stone pedestal chair 

that has been excavated in Jewish synagogues—where the honored teacher would sit. The raised 

stone seating area around the perimeter of the synagogue was seating by rank. The most wealthy and 

influential and “spiritual” people sat closest while the rif raf and the average Jew sat or stood in the 

back of the building during synagogue. Jesus brings this to attention—there is a place for honoring 

elders and the spiritually mature in our culture—but the “elders” are not to seek places of honor and 

self-promotion.  

 

 


