
Memorizing the Central Message 
 
A whitewashed tomb looks beautiful but cannot give life. In the same way, 
the appearance of righteousness cannot cleanse a heart. Jesus calls us 
away from pretense and toward honest repentance, faith in Him, and an 
inward renewal that increasingly bears fruit in the way we live. 
 
Engaging the Holy Spirit through Prayer 
 
Lord Jesus, You see beyond what others see. Forgive me for the times I 
have guarded my reputation while neglecting the condition of my heart. 
Show me where I have hidden sin, resisted correction, or treated people 
differently in private than I do in public. Give me courage to confess what 
is wrong and make right what I can. Thank You that I can come to You 
honestly, trusting Your mercy rather than my appearance. Cleanse me, 
renew me, and teach me to live with integrity before You and others. 
Amen. 

 
Summary of Lessons 

1. Lesson: Jesus calls us to integrity, not simply a convincing 
appearance of it. 

2. Lesson: Do not mistake a well-kept public life for a heart that needs 
no attention. 

3. Lesson: We need more than cosmetic improvement; we need the life 
and cleansing God gives. 

4. Lesson: Let God’s knowledge of your heart lead you to honesty rather 
than concealment. 

5. Lesson: Do not confuse the need to repent with the decision to 
pretend. Lesson: Seek God’s help with the roots of sin, not only its 
visible results. 

6. Lesson: Do not rest your hope on looking righteous; rest it on Christ, 
who saves sinners and makes them new. 

7. Lesson: Let your private conduct grow into agreement with the faith 
you profess publicly. 

8. Lesson: Spiritual responsibility calls for greater honesty, not greater 
protection from scrutiny. 

9. Lesson: Be discerning about appearances, humble toward others, 
and honest before God. 

10. Lesson: Jesus’ searching words invite repentance, and His grace 
gives repentant sinners hope. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11 Lessons from Matthew 23:27–28 
Sixth Woe: Whitewash Tombs 

 
Matt 23:27-28 "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you 
are like whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within 
are full of dead people's bones and all uncleanness. So you also outwardly 
appear righteous to others, but within you are full of hypocrisy and 
lawlessness. ESV 
 
The Setting: 
 
Jesus is speaking to the crowds and His disciples about religious leaders 
whose teaching and conduct did not agree. Immediately before this woe, 
He compares them to a cup cleaned on the outside while greed and self-
indulgence remain within (Matthew 23:25–26).  
 
Here He intensifies the image: the exterior is not merely clean but 
*beautiful*, while the inside holds death and uncleanness. 
 
Immediately afterward, He describes leaders who honor the graves of the 
prophets yet show the same resistance to God’s messengers that they 
condemn in earlier generations (verses 29–32). The three pictures belong 
together: outward religion can conceal inward corruption. 
 

When a Beautiful Exterior 
Hides an Unclean Heart 
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These words are severe. They are not an invitation to assume that 
everyone who looks devout is secretly false. They are a summons to let 
Jesus examine *our own* hearts. 
 
1. Jesus takes hypocrisy seriously (“Woe unto you … hypocrites!”). 
 
Jesus does not treat this as a harmless mismatch between intentions and 
actions. These leaders were entrusted with guiding others, yet their public 
righteousness concealed a contrary inward life. His “woe” is a warning of 
judgment, not a casual insult. 
 
Imagine a person entrusted with maintaining a bridge who paints over its 
cracks instead of repairing them. The attractive paint makes the danger 
harder to see. Likewise, a religious appearance can become especially 
harmful when others rely upon it. 
 
Lesson: Jesus calls us to integrity, not simply a convincing appearance 
of it. 
 
2. Beauty on the outside cannot change what is inside (“Which 
indeed appear beautiful outward”).  
 
The tombs in Jesus’ comparison looked appealing. Their appearance was 
real—but it did not tell the whole truth. A person’s kindness, service, or 
disciplined habits can also be genuinely visible, while a hidden part of life 
remains unaddressed. 
 
We might keep our home ready for visitors while avoiding a room whose 
door stays shut. Jesus is not telling us to neglect the rest of the house; He 
is asking us to open the door we would rather keep closed. 
 
Lesson: Do not mistake a well-kept public life for a heart that needs no 
attention. 
 
3. Jesus’ image speaks of uncleanness, not merely untidiness 
(“Full of dead men’s bones, and of all uncleanness”)  
 
The contrast is intentionally unsettling. Jesus is not describing a minor 
blemish that a little polishing could remove. He is exposing a spiritual 
condition that outward religious effort cannot make clean. The tomb is a 
comparison for the leaders’ condition; we should not force every detail of 
the picture into a separate symbol. 
 

working to make it right.” Not every compliment requires a confession, 
but a reputation should never require you to maintain a lie. 

 
6. If you lead, make it safe for others to speak honestly. Parents and 

ministry leaders can ask, “What is it like to be on the receiving end of 
my leadership?” Take concerns seriously rather than protecting your 
standing. If someone has been harmed, prioritize their care and 
appropriate accountability over the appearance that everything is fine. 

 
7. Do not turn this warning into suspicion of everyone else. Jesus 

exposes hypocrisy; He does not give us the ability to see every heart. 
Resist the habit of assuming a respected believer must be hiding 
something. Let the passage first make *you* more honest, while 
remaining appropriately discerning about conduct you can actually 
observe. 

 
8. When you find a contradiction, come to Christ rather than 

despair. The person who admits sin and seeks help is not doing the 
same thing as someone determined to keep up a false appearance. 
Confess what is true, take responsibility where needed, and trust 
Jesus for mercy and inward renewal. Obedience follows His grace; it 
does not purchase it. 

 
A practice for this week: Each evening, ask, “Where did I care more 
about appearing righteous than doing what was right?” Write down one 
example. Pray about it and take one fitting step the next day… tell the 
truth, apologize, invite correction, or change the behavior. The goal is not 
a more convincing exterior. It is a life increasingly honest before Christ and 
others. 
 
Going Deeper 
 
1. Where am I most tempted to protect my reputation instead of telling 

the truth? 
2. Is there a difference between how I practice my faith in public and how 

I treat people at home? 
3. Have I mistaken religious activity for a close, obedient walk with 

Christ? 
4. When someone corrects me, do I listen—or immediately defend my 

image? 
5. Is there a hidden wrong I need to confess, or a person I need to 

approach to make things right? 
6. If I feel ashamed of my failures, am I allowing that shame to keep me 

from coming honestly to Jesus? 



and seek to make it right. Receive Christ’s mercy, and ask His Spirit to 
continue changing what you cannot cleanse by appearances alone. 
 
Lesson: Jesus’ searching words invite repentance, and His grace gives 
repentant sinners hope. 
 
PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS 
 
Jesus describes whitewashed tombs: beautiful on the outside, but unclean 
within. His warning is not that looking respectable is wrong. It is that “a 
good reputation can conceal a life we refuse to bring into the light”. Here 
are some ways to respond to this image. 
 
1. Notice when you are managing an impression. After church, a 

meeting, or a family gathering, ask: “Was I trying to love people, or 
mainly trying to be thought well of?” If you exaggerated your 
faithfulness or hid a wrong to preserve your image, name that honestly 
before God. 

 
2. Compare your public and private conduct. Choose one relationship 

in which people see you at your least polished. Do you speak to a 
spouse, child, coworker, or family member with the same respect you 
show people at church? Ask someone you trust, “Is there a way I treat 
you in private that I need to change?” Listen without immediately 
defending yourself. 

 
3. Stop covering harm with admirable activity. Serving in ministry, 

giving generously, or speaking warmly about Jesus does not cancel 
out dishonesty or cruelty elsewhere. If you have wronged someone, 
address that wrong directly. A plain apology—“What I did was wrong; 
I’m sorry”—is more truthful than pointing to all the good you also do. 

 
4. Make confession more specific than your public testimony. It is 

possible to say “I’m not perfect” while keeping the actual problem 
safely hidden. With an appropriate, trustworthy person, name a 
persistent sin or pattern plainly and ask for prayer and accountability. 
You do not need to disclose every private struggle to everyone; the 
point is to stop using vagueness as a hiding place. 

 
5. Be willing to lose a little admiration in order to tell the truth. If 

someone praises you for a virtue you know you have not shown in a 
particular situation, you can gently correct the impression: “I 
appreciate that, but I handled something badly this week, and I’m 

This is what makes the woe sharper than the preceding picture of the cup. 
Both warn against outward cleansing without inward change, but the tomb 
presses the question further: Can something that looks spiritually alive 
conceal what is spiritually dead? 
 
Lesson: We need more than cosmetic improvement; we need the life and 
cleansing God gives. 
 
4. What people see is not all that Jesus sees(“Outwardly appear 
righteous unto men”)  
 
Other people could see the leaders’ visible devotion. Jesus saw the inward 
contradiction. A reputation may be earned through real acts of service, but 
even a good reputation cannot serve as the final measure of our hearts. 
 
This can unsettle us, especially if we have worked hard to be respected. 
Yet it can also bring relief: we do not have to persuade Christ that we are 
better than we are. We can tell Him the truth. 
 
Lesson: Let God’s knowledge of your heart lead you to honesty rather 
than concealment. 
 
5. Hypocrisy is different from a believer’s honest struggle 
(“Within ye are full of hypocrisy”)  
 
Jesus is condemning a protected contradiction: projecting righteousness 
while allowing wickedness within. A Christian who grieves over sin, 
confesses it, and seeks help may still struggle deeply, but that person is 
not doing the same thing as someone determined to preserve an image 
while refusing repentance. 
 
A new believer may hear this warning and think, “I still fail; perhaps I am 
only pretending.” Failure alone is not proof of pretense. The question is 
whether we bring our failures to Christ or build our lives around hiding and 
defending them. 
 
Lesson: Do not confuse the need to repent with the decision to pretend. 
 
6. Wrong desires eventually shape conduct (“Within ye are full of 
… iniquity”)  
 
Jesus does not stop at appearances or even at inconsistency. He names 
the wrongdoing underneath. In the previous woe, He had spoken 
specifically of greed and self-indulgence; here His description is broader. 



Our inner life matters because what we welcome and protect within us 
influences how we act toward others. 
 
Someone may speak warmly at church yet nurture resentment all week, 
until it emerges in cutting words at home. The answer is not merely to 
rehearse kinder sentences. We also need to bring the resentment itself 
before God. 
 
Lesson: Seek God’s help with the roots of sin, not only its visible results. 
 
7. Religious activity cannot purchase a clean heart (“Outwardly 
appear righteous”) 
 
Jesus does not say that teaching Scripture or practicing devotion is wrong. 
He warns against relying on outward righteousness while the inward life 
remains opposed to God. Church attendance, ministry, and biblical 
knowledge are precious gifts, but none can replace receiving God’s mercy. 
 
We are not saved by assembling an impressive record of obedience. We 
come to Christ in faith, needing forgiveness; then, by His grace, we learn 
to obey Him. Good works are the fruit of a changed relationship with God, 
not a substitute for it. 
 
Lesson: Do not rest your hope on looking righteous; rest it on Christ, who 
saves sinners and makes them new. 
 
8. A private life matters as much as a public one (“Outwardly… 
but within”) 
 
Jesus draws attention to the distance between the visible and the hidden. 
This matters not only for prominent leaders but also for parents, friends, 
spouses, and anyone whose faith others observe. 
 
A parent may speak about patience at the dinner table yet speak harshly 
when no guests are present. The answer is not to stop speaking about 
patience. It is to acknowledge the harm, ask forgiveness, and seek Christ’s 
help to practice the same faith when the audience is small. 
 
Lesson: Let your private conduct grow into agreement with the faith you 
profess publicly. 
 
 
 

9. Leaders must not use spiritual standing as protection from 
correction (“Scribes and Pharisees”)  
 
Jesus directs this warning especially to teachers whose example shaped 
others. When a leader protects a reputation at the expense of truth, the 
damage can extend well beyond that leader’s own life. Earlier in the 
chapter, Jesus warns that these leaders did not practice what they 
preached. 
 
For pastors, ministry workers, and church leaders, this means making 
room for appropriate accountability and taking reports of harm seriously. 
For churches, it means valuing truth and the care of people above 
preserving a polished image. 
 
Lesson: Spiritual responsibility calls for greater honesty, not greater 
protection from scrutiny. 
 
10. We should be careful when judging others—and searching 
when examining ourselves (“Appear righteous unto men”)  
 
Since outward appearances can mislead, we should neither assume that 
an admired person is holy in every respect nor accuse someone of 
hypocrisy simply because they struggle. Jesus knows what we cannot 
see. His words give us reason for wise discernment, not speculation about 
everyone else’s hidden motives. 
 
The most fruitful question may be the least comfortable one: “Lord, where 
am *I* more concerned with being thought faithful than with being faithful?” 
 
Lesson: Be discerning about appearances, humble toward others, and 
honest before God. 
 
11. The warning prepares us to recognize Christ’s mercy 
(“Within”)  
 
Jesus’ diagnosis reaches deeper than an instruction to behave better. That 
is why we need the gospel. The One who exposes hypocrisy is also the 
One to whom sinners may come openly for forgiveness and renewal. He 
does not ask us to repair our image before we approach Him. He calls us 
to turn from sin and trust Him. 
 
If you have been hiding, the way forward is not despair. Confess what you 
have concealed. Where you have harmed someone, take responsibility 


