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It would be far healthier for us to hold Jesus’ 
words before ourselves as a mirror in which to 

examine the state of our own “religion.”

A N Y R ELIGION IS B ET T ER T H A N NON E ?
Something pastors hear from parishioners whose children have left their 
church and joined another is, “Well, any religion is better than none. At 
least they’re going somewhere!” But that is small comfort if the new 
group is another religion altogether, such as Buddhism, or an established 
cult, such as the Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses. Even under the 
“Christian” umbrella there are hundreds of denominations with widely 
varying statements of faith and a bewildering array of practices from 
faith healing to snake handling! We even read headlines about churches 
or pastors who are abusive. Is any religion better than none?

Religion in Jesus’ day displayed a similar assortment of widely varying 
creeds and practices. The Romans encouraged emperor worship. The 
Greeks offered mystery religions with sometimes-bloody rites of passage 
for new initiates. Even within Judaism, there were sects that came into 
conflict with one another. The best known of these were the Pharisees, 
Sadducees, Essenes, and Zealots. All were Jewish, and yet they diverged 
widely in their theological understandings and approach to daily life.

Matthew 23 focuses on the best known of those groups, the Pharisees. 
One could hardly be more “religious” than a Pharisee; yet, Jesus 
reserved His harshest condemnations for this group, with whom He had 
extended confrontations in that last week before His crucifixion. As we 
read the chapter, we should avoid playing the “ain’t they awful?” game. It 
would be far healthier for us to hold Jesus’ words before ourselves as a 
mirror in which to examine the state of our own “religion.”

Matthew
w o e  T o  T h e  s c r i b e s  a n d  p h a r i s e e s !
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I T ’S A LL A B O U T T H E PH A R ISEES 
Matthew 23
Jesus’ running conflict with the Pharisees comes 
to a head publicly in this chapter. To understand 
what’s at stake, we must take a closer look at 
them. The Pharisees originated in second-century 
BC as a kind of patriotic resistance movement to 
the Greeks, who sought to hellenize the Jews and 
debase their religion. The Pharisees, whose name 
means “separated ones,” distanced themselves 
from the Greek way of life and religion. Their 
aim was strict observance of the Law in order to 
preserve their faith and their national identity. 
After the sad history of the Jews’ idolatry and 
disobedience to God, it was as if the Pharisees 
wanted to make up for all of it by a fanatical 
observance of even the most minute regulations.

Strictly speaking, they were a “lay movement,” 
but they functioned in some ways like pastors 
today. While they did not serve as priests in the 
temple cult, they did become interpreters of 
the Law at synagogue gatherings. There they 
customarily sat in “Moses’ seat” (v. 2) an actual 
seat on the synagogue platform near the sacred 
scrolls. The seat’s name symbolized the ancient 
origin and authority of their teaching. In so doing, 
they performed a public teaching function like 
pastors do in sermons or Bible classes. Most of 
the scribes who copied and taught the Mosaic 
Law were Pharisees. They developed an extensive 
oral tradition that applied that Law to every area 
of daily life. Their knowledge of the Law shaped 
the common people’s understanding, and their 
piety, especially their fasting and prayers, was 
seen by many as a model.

WA R N I NG: “D ON ’T B E LI K E T H E M !” 
Matthew 23:1–12
The chapter begins with a sequence of warnings 
issued by Jesus “to the crowds and to his 
disciples” (v. 1) about the Pharisees. Jesus does 

not condemn everything about them. He begins, 
in fact, by instructing people to “do and observe 
whatever they tell you” (v. 3)! They do know 
what the Law says. Later in the chapter He will 
take note of their diligence in seeking to convert 
others (v. 15) and their meticulousness in tithing 
(v. 23). It’s not their doctrine, but their failure to 
practice what they preach (v. 3) that’s at issue—
that’s His first criticism.

A second was their pride. “They do all their 
deeds to be seen by others” (v. 5). To illustrate, 
Jesus refers to “phylacteries” and “fringes” (v. 
5). A phylactery (the Greek term literally means 
“amulet” or “protective charm”) was a small 
box tied with a leather thong on one’s forehead 
or arm (see Ex. 13:9; Deut. 6:8). Inside they 
placed a tiny piece of vellum, on which they 
inscribed texts from the Law (Ex. 13; Deut. 6). 
Fringes were the tassels affixed to the corners of 
Jewish garments according to Moses’ directive in 
Deuteronomy 22:12. The tassels, which contained 
a blue cord, were to be visual reminders of the 
commandments God had given (Num. 15:37–
41). Both practices had the good intention of 
reminding people of God’s Word and will, but the 
Pharisees were inclined to make them especially 
conspicuous to advertise their piety to others. 
Jesus adds that they want to sit in places of 
honor at meals and in the synagogue and be 
hailed publicly as rabbi (“my great one”). To put it 
bluntly, the Pharisees were show-offs!

In contrast to such blatant self-promotion, Jesus’ 
followers were to humble themselves. “You are 
not to be called rabbi,” He instructed, “for you 
have one teacher, and you are all brothers” 
(Matt. 23:8). Similarly He said, “Call no man your 
father on earth, for you have one Father, who is 
in heaven. Neither be called instructors, for you 
have one instructor, the Christ” (vv. 9–10). The 
Jews adopted the practice of referring to great, 
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revered teachers of the past as “fathers,” in the same way that we Christians speak of 
the early church fathers like Irenaeus or Augustine. Ought we to reconsider our own use 
of this term?

Once more, Jesus underlines true “greatness,” not just for His disciples (as in 20:26), 
but now also for the crowds listening in the temple. Greatness is demonstrated in 
service. In the kingdom of God, the normal human values are reversed—the proud are 
humbled, and the humble are exalted (cf. Ps. 18:27; Prov. 3:34). There is a surprising 
humbling in store for the Pharisees, but also for those of us in the Church who cherish 
an exalted notion of ourselves!

SEV EN WOES FOR T H E H Y P O CR I T ES 
Matthew 23:13–36
Now follow some of the severest words ever uttered by our Lord, a speech A. T. 
Robertson called “a thunderbolt of wrath.” The words appear to be spoken directly to 
the Pharisees and scribes in the form of seven woes. Seven hundred years earlier, the 
prophet Isaiah had thundered a similar denunciation at the wicked in his day, a speech 
that likewise employed a sequence of woes (see Is. 5:8–30).

The woe speech in Matthew has a kind of parallel in Luke 11:37–54. There Jesus 
denounces Pharisees and lawyers while at a dinner with them. His speech lists six 
woes—three directed at the Pharisees and three at the lawyers. It is a different setting, 
but the similarity in several details suggests that Jesus condemned the practices of 
these leaders on more than one occasion.

The seven woes in Matthew elaborate on the general criticisms listed in Matthew 
23:2–7. We consider each one separately. With the exception of the third woe, all begin 
with the identical words, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” (vv. 13, 15, 
23, 25, 27, 29).

We note in passing that often it’s the new converts to a religion 
or philosophy who are the most passionate.
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FiRst wOe (V. 13)—shUtting 
the KingDOM

Jesus has come as the rightful king proclaiming 
the arrival of the “kingdom of heaven” (as in the 
Beatitudes and the chapter on kingdom parables). 
The Pharisees, by contrast, refuse to enter it and 
“shut the kingdom of heaven” to others. When 
the crowds marvel at Jesus’ work and begin to 
suggest that He is the Messiah, the Pharisees and 
other leaders speak against Him (see 9:33–34; 
11:19; 12:23–24; 21:15). Their hypocrisy is that 
they work against God’s kingdom instead of for it!

secOnD wOe (V. 15)—MaKing 
PROselYtes FOR hell

The term translated “proselyte” (meaning 
“convert”) is used only here and three times in Acts 
(2:11; 6:5; 13:43). The converts in view are not 
converts to Judaism in general but to Pharisaism 
in particular (Carson). Jesus is not criticizing 
their missionary zeal but its result: “When he 
becomes a proselyte, you make him twice as 
much a child of hell as yourselves” (“Twice as 
ripe for destruction”–Phillips). We note in passing 
that often it’s the new converts to a religion or 
philosophy who are the most passionate.

thiRD wOe (VV. 16–22)—
incOnsistent Oath-taKing

Only in this third woe are the scribes and 
Pharisees not explicitly named. Instead, He 
labels them “blind guides” (see Matt. 15:14), a 
mocking wordplay on the Pharisees’ pompous 
self-description as “guides to the blind” (cf. Rom. 
2:19). At issue is their teaching about oaths. All 
Jews were reluctant to use the name of God in 
oaths (one might take the name in vain!), so they 
swore by things related to God such as heaven, 
the altar, and the temple. In endeavoring to fight 
against the abuse of oaths among the masses, 
the Pharisees introduced a strange distinction 

between oaths that were binding and those 
that were not. In Matthew 23:18 Jesus uses the 
example of swearing by the altar (nonbinding: “It 
is nothing”) as opposed to the gift on the altar 
(“he is bound by his oath”). They thus unwittingly 
encouraged evasive oaths or even lying (Carson). 
In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus has already cut 
through the complexities by insisting that people 
simply tell the truth at all times (5:33–37)!

FOURth wOe (VV. 23–24)—
MeticUlOUs tithing

Mosaic Law required that the Israelites tithe the 
“yield of seed” from their gardens and farms (Deut. 
14:22). The Pharisees did this diligently, tithing 
even such tiny crops as “mint and dill and cumin” 
(Matt. 23:23). Jesus does not condemn their 
meticulousness in tithing, but their astonishing 
neglect of the “weightier matters of the law: 
justice and mercy and faithfulness” (v. 23) (the list 
reminds one of Micah 6:8). They are “majoring in 
minors” but neglecting the things at the very heart 
of the Law. As a final example, He says that they 
are “straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel” 
(v. 24). The reference is to the Pharisees’ practice 
of straining water or wine through a cloth to 
remove any gnats (which were considered unclean) 
that might accidentally be swallowed!

FiFth wOe (VV. 25–26)—
cUPs anD Plates

A “hypocrite” (v. 25) (the Greek term means “actor”) 
is a person whose outward appearance is different 
from what he is on the inside. The two woes that 
follow describe that hypocrisy in two different ways. 
Jesus’ fifth woe employs the metaphor of cups 
and plates to show that the Pharisees were overly 
concerned about appearances while neglecting 
the crucial inner life. There inside of you, He tells 
them, are “greed and self-indulgence” (v. 25). One’s 
first order of business, He teaches, ought to be 
attending to what’s on the inside, since that holds 
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the essential food or drink. Then the whole cup or 
plate (or life!) will be clean as well (cf. 15:10–11). 
Not content with a single woe on the subject, Jesus 
now adds another.

siXth wOe (VV. 27–28)—
whitewasheD tOMBs

The sixth woe again contrasts inside versus 
outside in the life of the Pharisees. Mosaic 
Law stipulated that any person who touched a 
dead body, a bone, or a grave was to be ritually 
unclean for seven days (Num. 19:16). Since ritual 
uncleanness made it impossible for a Jew to 
participate at Passover, the Jews made a practice 
of whitewashing tombs on the fifteenth day of 
Adar, the month before Passover. That would help 
people avoid accidentally defiling themselves 
by brushing against graves not clearly marked. 
Jesus here uses the image of such tombs, which 
would have been whitewashed just weeks earlier, 
to describe the contrast between their outer 
and inner condition. “You also,” accuses Jesus, 
“outwardly appear righteous to others, but within 
you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness” (v. 28).

seVenth wOe (VV. 29–36)—
DescenDants OF MURDeReRs

The final woe Jesus utters is nearly a prediction 
of His own murder soon to take place at the 
instigation of the scribes and Pharisees. He begins 
by speaking of the killing of God’s prophets in 
the Old Testament. “You build the tombs of the 
prophets . . . saying, ‘If we had lived in the days 
of our fathers, we would not have taken part with 
them in shedding the blood of the prophets’” (v. 
30). It sounds suspiciously like the kind of thing 
we naively like to say about ourselves: “If I’d been 
alive when Jesus came, I would not have rejected 
Him!” In truth, they are the descendants of those 
murderers, and Jesus predicts that they will do 
this very thing to Him: “Fill up, then, the measure 
of your fathers” (v. 32). Ancient manuscripts of 

Matthew have two variant readings of the verb. 
One is in the imperative: “Go ahead and fill up!” 
The other reading is in the future tense: “You 
will indeed fill up!” In either case, He knows that 
they will soon do exactly what their ancestors 
did. As the wicked tenants in His earlier parable 
(21:33–41), they are about to kill the son sent by 
the vineyard’s owner.

After His own death, their opposition will continue: 
“Therefore I send you prophets and wise men 
and scribes, some of whom you will kill and 
crucify, and . . . flog in your synagogues and 
persecute” (23:34). He repeats the prediction in 
24:9–14. Within that very generation, the Book of 
Acts records, Jesus’ own messengers (Stephen 
and James) are put to death. Peter and Andrew, 
tradition testifies, are crucified, and Paul is 
beheaded. But in so doing, the enemies will bring 
down God’s rightful judgment. On them will come 
“all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the 
blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah 
the son of Berechiah, whom you murdered 
between the sanctuary and the altar” (23:35). 
It may be that Jesus is looking ahead to the 
destruction of Jerusalem as depicted in 22:7.

The mention of Abel and Zechariah is literally 
and figuratively the A to Z of the righteous 
who were murdered by the wicked in the Old 
Testament. Abel’s murder is recorded in Genesis 
4:8, and Zechariah’s murder in the last book of 
the Hebrew canon, 2 Chronicles 24:20–22, which 
explains Jesus’ choice of these examples. There 
is one puzzling issue: does Matthew confuse two 
“Zechariahs”? One is the son of Jehoiada whose 
death in the temple is recorded in 2 Chronicles. 
The other is the son of Berechiah (Zech. 1:1), 
whose prophecies are recorded in the book we call 
Zechariah. Could the two Zechariahs be the same 
man? If so, the prophet’s father could have had 
two names, as is sometimes the case in the Bible, 
or one could be (literally) his father, while the 
other is a grandfather.
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L A MEN T OV ER JERUSA LE M 
Matthew 23:37–39
The chapter ends with Jesus’ last recorded 
public words, a heart-wrenching lament over 
the city of Jerusalem and its people. Matthew 
has already recorded our Lord’s compassion 
expressed in action for people hurting and 
hungry (9:36; 14:14). Now that compassion is 
registered in words: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, 
the city that kills the prophets and stones 
those who are sent to it! How often would I 
have gathered your children together as a hen 
gathers her brood under her wings, but you 
were not willing!” (23:37). He is the parent 
whose children resist His attempt to comfort 
and rescue them. By using the simile of hen 
and chicks, Jesus identifies Himself as God 
(“God with us”—1:23!) who loves His people 
and seeks to protect them with His wings (Ps. 
36:7; Is. 31:5).

There is more sadness than anger in His 
words, “Your house is left to you desolate” 
(Matt. 23:38), a prediction that echoes the 
very grief of God over His beloved Israel in 
Jeremiah 12:7. Once before, God reluctantly 
gave His people up into the hands of their 
enemies the Babylonians, who then destroyed 
God’s house. Now it will happen again. The 
temple (“your house”—v. 38) will be left 
desolate and burned by the Romans in AD 
70 (see 24:2), a frightful fate that will be 
witnessed by some listening to Him that very 
day (23:36).

The lament, however sad, is not all gloom. 
There will come a day when people joyfully 
greet Him once more, just as the crowds 
had done on Palm Sunday: “Blessed is he 
who comes in the name of the Lord” (v. 39). 
This quote from Psalm 118:26 may in fact 
have been used regularly by priests greeting 
worshippers at the temple (Carson). Jesus is 
not looking back, however, but ahead to His 
triumphant return at the end of time when 
“every eye will see him” (Rev. 1:7), “every 
knee should bow” (Phil. 2:10), and every 
tongue confess Him as Lord and welcome 
Him. But that day is not yet. For now, 
judgment looms over Jerusalem: “You will not 
see me again, until . . . ” (Matt. 23:39).

A MI R ROR FOR TODAY ’S CHU RCH
This chapter is a sobering reminder that not 
everything we call “religion” is good!

The worldly people around us may 
sometimes see what we do not—our harsh 
judgmentalism, our tendency to preach but 
not practice, and our propensity to make a 
“show” of piety that lacks heart for the lost. 
“The Church is full of hypocrites” may be 
an excuse, but we should take those words 
to heart and ask God to give us true hearts 
to confess our wrongs and genuinely reflect 
God’s compassion to us and our neighbors.

Ask God to give us “true hearts” to confess our 
wrongs and genuinely reflect God’s compassion to us 

and our neighbors.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus Christ, by Your Word remind me that You are coming back and that I 
am to be ready! Keep me watchful and faithful, for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. What did you learn about the Pharisees that you did not know before?

2. Which of the woes address the unfortunate contrast between what’s “inside” and what’s on the “outside”?

3. What do you think the chapter on woes has to teach today’s church and its leaders?

Matthew 24:1–14
4. What would you like to ask Jesus about the end of the world?

5. What do you suppose moved the disciples to point out the temple buildings (v. 1)? How must they have felt 
about His response (v. 2)?

6. Make a list of the signs Jesus enumerates in these verses. How many are events in nature? How many are 
man-made? How does Jesus characterize the Church’s future prospects?

7. Would you say your love for others is “getting warm” or “growing cold”? Why?

Matthew 24:15–22
8. Some students think the chapter is primarily about the coming destruction of Jerusalem. Others think it is 

primarily about the end of the world. What is the evidence for each view? Could it be that BOTH are in view?

9. For background on “the abomination of desolation,” read Daniel 9:24–27; 11:29–31; and 12:11–12. What 
reaction are people to make when they see it?

10. What kind of “great tribulation” (NIV “distress”) does Jesus seem to be describing?
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Matthew 24:23–31
11. Behind the language Jesus uses in v. 29 about the Son of Man’s return are several Old Testament sources. 

Read Amos 5:18–20 and 8:9, also Zephaniah 1:14–18. Share with your group what you discovered about 
“the day of the Lord.”

12. How will the Son of Man’s actual coming be distinguished from the empty rumors described in Matthew 
24:26?

13. Verse 29 is a citation from Isaiah 13:10 and 34:4. Read those verses in their original context. Do you think 
what’s being described is literal or figurative?

Matthew 24:32–51
14. Compare v. 34 with Matthew 16:28. Does the phrase “all these things” refer to events at the end of time, or 

some other time? Does “this generation” mean Jesus’ contemporaries or the people alive when the event 
sequence begins?

15. What caution do we get from Matthew 24:36 about trying to predict the time of the end?

16. In what ways is the second coming of Christ going to be like the flood?

17. In vv. 40–41 there are references to one being “taken” and the other “left.” Are the ones “taken” headed 
for heaven or for destruction? Does v. 39 help answer that question?

18. Over what has God given you stewardship (made you a manager)? How do you think God would evaluate 
the job you’re doing?

19. Share with your group some ways a believer might be “ready” for Christ’s return.

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 24:12–13 “The love of many will grow cold. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” OR
Matthew 24:44 “Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not 

expect.”
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