
Clean the inside of the cup. Expose greed, pride, self-indulgence, 
bitterness, dishonesty, and unbelief within us. We cannot cleanse 
ourselves, so we look to Your cross. Thank You for bearing the judgment 
our sins deserve and for offering complete forgiveness to everyone who 
repents and believes. 
 
Teach us not to neglect either careful obedience or the weightier matters 
of justice, mercy, and faithfulness. Help us speak truthfully, love 
compassionately, act justly, and remain faithful when obedience is 
costly. Break inherited patterns of sin and form the character of Christ in 
us through Your Spirit. 
 
Comfort those wounded by spiritual hypocrisy. Remind them that You 
are not like the leaders who harmed them. Bring hidden evil into the light, 
defend the oppressed, restore the repentant, and preserve Your church 
in truth and grace. 
 
May our private lives agree with our public confession. Let us treasure 
You above every gift and welcome Your correction before judgment 
comes. Make us humble, sincere, and holy—not to earn Your love, but 
because in Christ we have received it. 
 
In Jesus’ name, amen. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
18 Lessons from Matthew 23:13–36 

Seven Woes Against Religious Hypocrisy 
 
 

When Spiritual Privilege 
Produces Pride Instead of 

Repentance 
By Gerry Cheney 



Matt 23:13-36 "But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For 
you shut the kingdom of heaven in people's faces. For you neither enter 
yourselves nor allow those who would enter to go in.  Woe to you, 
scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you travel across sea and land 
to make a single proselyte, and when he becomes a proselyte, you make 
him twice as much a child of hell as yourselves. "Woe to you, blind 
guides, who say, 'If anyone swears by the temple, it is nothing, but if 
anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.' You 
blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the temple that has made 
the gold sacred?  And you say, 'If anyone swears by the altar, it is 
nothing, but if anyone swears by the gift that is on the altar, he is bound 
by his oath.' You blind men! For which is greater, the gift or the altar that 
makes the gift sacred? So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and 
by everything on it. And whoever swears by the temple swears by it and 
by him who dwells in it. And whoever swears by heaven swears by the 
throne of God and by him who sits upon it. "Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have 
neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and 
faithfulness. These you ought to have done, without neglecting the 
others. You blind guides, straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel! 
"Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the 
outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and 
self-indulgence. You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and 
the plate, that the outside also may be clean. "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. "Woe to you, scribes 
and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets and 
decorate the monuments of the righteous, 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.' Thus you witness against yourselves that you 
are sons of those who murdered the prophets. Fill up, then, the measure 
of your fathers. You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to 
escape being sentenced to hell?  Therefore I send you prophets and 
wise men and scribes, some of whom you will kill and crucify, and some 
you will flog in your synagogues and persecute from town to town, so 
that on you may come all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the 
blood of innocent Abel to the blood of Zechariah the son of Barachiah, 
whom you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar. Truly, I say to 
you, all these things will come upon this generation. ESV 
 
Matthew 23:13–36 contains Jesus’ solemn pronouncement of seven 
woes against the teachers of the law and the Pharisees. Because the  

 
 
 
Memorizing the Central Message 
 
Matthew 23:13–36 teaches that religion without inward renewal can 
become a powerful instrument of deception. Spiritual knowledge, 
missionary zeal, careful rituals, public respectability, and admiration for 
past saints cannot substitute for repentance, justice, mercy, faithfulness, 
integrity, and genuine submission to God. 
 
Jesus exposes leaders who looked clean but were corrupt, taught others 
but remained blind, honored prophets but rejected the One to whom the 
prophets pointed. Their greatest tragedy was not that they lacked 
religion, but that they used religion to resist God. 
 
Yet the Christ who pronounces these woes is also the Savior who bears 
woe for sinners. On the cross, Jesus was condemned so that hypocrites, 
the proud, the greedy, the self-indulgent, and the spiritually blind could 
be forgiven and transformed. He does not merely polish the outside of 
our lives; He cleanses the conscience, gives a new heart, and teaches 
us to walk in truth. 
 
The passage calls us to stop managing appearances and come honestly 
to Christ. The only safe response to spiritual privilege is humble 
repentance, and the only cure for hypocrisy is the cleansing grace 
of Jesus producing justice, mercy, faithfulness, and obedient love 
from within. 
 
Engaging the Holy Spirit through Prayer 
 
Lord Jesus, You see beyond every appearance and know the true 
condition of our hearts. Save us from using religion to hide from You. 
Forgive us for the times we have spoken truth without obeying it, judged 
small faults while excusing greater sins, sought recognition, manipulated 
words, neglected mercy, or protected our reputation rather than walking 
in the light. 
 
Give us spiritual sight. Keep us from becoming blind guides, and do not 
allow our example to obstruct anyone from coming to You. Make 
pastors, parents, teachers, and churches faithful stewards of the gospel. 
Give leaders courage to practice what they teach, welcome 
accountability, protect the vulnerable, and serve without self-exaltation. 
 



 
Do not keep painting the outside of the cup. Bring your sin into God’s 
light. Confess it, seek appropriate help, and receive the cleansing Christ 
purchased. Exposure may feel frightening, but continued concealment 
hardens the heart. 
 
For those who feel condemned by past failure 
 
Conviction says, “Come into the light and receive mercy.” Condemnation 
says, “Hide because there is no hope.” Jesus receives humble, 
repentant sinners. The people most endangered in this passage are not 
those grieving their sin, but those defending it beneath religious 
appearances. 
 
Going deeper 
 Is my confidence before God based on Christ or on my religious 

history and activity? 
 Does my example make it easier or harder for others to see Jesus 

clearly? 
 Am I spiritually busy while neglecting prayer, repentance, family 

responsibilities, or hidden integrity? 
 What attitudes might people be learning from me in addition to my 

words? 
 Have I created loopholes to excuse dishonesty or partial obedience? 
 Do I value God Himself more than the gifts, influence, comfort, or 

recognition connected with religion? 
 Am I meticulous about minor matters while neglecting justice, mercy, 

faithfulness, and love? 
 Do I magnify small faults in others while excusing greater sins in 

myself? 
 Is there a difference between my public reputation and my private 

conduct? 
 What secret desire—greed, control, praise, comfort, resentment, or 

self-indulgence—needs to be brought before Christ? 
 Do I admire faithful believers from the past while resisting the same 

biblical truth today? 
 Is there an inherited pattern of sin in my family, church, or community 

that I need to renounce? 
 How do I respond when Scripture contradicts my preferences or 

exposes my pride? 
 Have I mistaken God’s patience for permission to continue in sin? 
 What specific step of confession, restitution, accountability, or 

obedience is Christ calling me to take? 

Jesus repeatedly says, “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, 
you hypocrites!” He condemns them for shutting people out of God’s 
kingdom, producing disciples who share their corruption, manipulating 
oaths, neglecting justice, mercy, and faithfulness, concentrating on 
outward purity while remaining corrupt within, appearing righteous while 
being spiritually dead, and honoring murdered prophets while continuing 
the spirit of those who killed them. The section ends with a warning that 
judgment will fall upon that generation. 
 
Immediate Biblical Context 
 
In Matthew 23:1–12, Jesus warned the crowds and His disciples not to 
imitate religious leaders who did not practice what they preached. They 
sought admiration, prestigious titles, and places of honor, but Jesus 
taught that the greatest person in His kingdom must become a servant: 
“Those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble 
themselves will be exalted” (verse 12). 
 
Verses 13–36 now turn from warning the disciples to directly confronting 
the leaders. These woes are not uncontrolled outbursts. They are the 
righteous judgment of Israel’s Messiah against leaders who possess 
great spiritual privilege but use it to resist God and mislead others. 
 
The passage also prepares for what follows. In Matthew 23:37–39, 
Jesus laments over Jerusalem with grief, revealing that His severe 
warnings come from a heart that truly desires people to turn to God. 
Matthew 24 then foretells judgment upon Jerusalem and the temple. The 
historical destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70 anticipated the final 
judgment to which all people must answer. 
 
We must therefore read these woes with both trembling and hope. Jesus 
exposes hypocrisy because it destroys souls, but He exposes it before 
judgment so that sinners may repent. 
 
1. Jesus’ Strongest Warnings Are Often Directed Toward 
Religious Hypocrisy 
 
Jesus begins, “Woe to you.” In Scripture, a “woe” is more than an 
expression of anger. It combines lament, warning, and a declaration of 
judgment. Jesus is saying, in effect, “How terrible your condition is, and 
how certain the consequences will be unless you repent.” 
 
This corrects the mistaken picture of Jesus as someone who is gentle 
but never confrontational. Jesus is perfectly compassionate, yet His 



compassion is holy. He does not flatter people while they travel toward 
destruction. The same Savior who welcomes children, touches lepers, 
and forgives repentant sinners speaks terrifyingly clear words to proud 
leaders who abuse spiritual authority. 
 
A physician may speak gently to an anxious patient, but if the patient 
has a life-threatening condition, kindness requires honesty. It would not 
be loving to soften the diagnosis until the danger was hidden. In the 
same way, Christ’s warnings are expressions of moral seriousness and 
saving mercy. 
 
These words should not give Christian’s permission to become harsh, 
self-righteous, or eager to condemn others. Jesus knows hearts 
perfectly; we do not. His severity should first lead us to examine 
ourselves. 
 
Lesson: Christ’s love is never sentimental—He warns plainly because 
hypocrisy is deadly and judgment is real. 
 
2. It Is Possible to Be Near the Things of God Yet Remain 
Outside His Kingdom 
 
Jesus says that these leaders “shut the door of the kingdom of heaven 
in people’s faces.” They possessed Scripture, occupied respected 
positions, participated in public worship, and were considered religious 
authorities. Yet they had not entered God’s kingdom. 
 
Religious involvement is not the same as spiritual life. A person may 
know Christian vocabulary, attend church for decades, defend biblical 
morality, hold a ministry position, or come from a faithful family without 
personally repenting and trusting Christ. 
 
One can stand in a bakery and remain hungry if one refuses to eat. In a 
similar way, someone can remain surrounded by sermons, Bibles, 
prayers, and Christian people while never receiving Christ by faith. 
 
Entrance into God’s kingdom is not earned by religious performance. It 
comes through the King. Jesus announced, “Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven has come near” (Matthew 4:17). We enter by turning from sin 
and trusting Him—the crucified and risen Savior. Good works do not 
purchase salvation; they flow from the new life God gives by grace. 
 
This is especially important for long-term church members. Familiarity 
with Christianity must not be mistaken for conversion. The proper 

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS 
 
For long-term believers 
 
Ask whether years of Christian knowledge have increased your mercy, 
integrity, humility, and love. Spiritual maturity is not measured merely by 
how much truth we can explain but by how deeply truth has shaped our 
character. 
 
For new believers 
 
Build your faith on Christ and Scripture rather than on the charisma of a 
leader. Seek teachers whose lives show humility, accountability, and 
sincere repentance—not claimed perfection. 
 
For pastors and ministry leaders 
 
Never make people dependent upon your personality or authority. Keep 
the way to Christ clear. Teach the whole counsel of God, welcome 
accountability, protect the vulnerable, and remember that hidden 
character matters more than public influence. 
 
For parents 
 
Be careful not to emphasize minor rules while neglecting justice, mercy, 
and faithfulness at home. Let your children see confession and 
restoration. A parent who admits wrong teaches more about grace than 
one who protects an image of perfection. 
 
For churches 
 
Evaluate success by faithfulness, not merely attendance, revenue, 
activity, or public reputation. Create systems of accountability. Take 
allegations of abuse seriously. Do not protect a ministry’s image at the 
expense of wounded people. 
 
For those harmed by religious hypocrisy 
 
Jesus sees what happened, hates the misuse of spiritual authority, and 
does not ask you to call evil good. The hypocrisy of a leader does not 
reflect the heart of Christ. Seek safe, wise, and godly support as healing 
continues. 
 
For those hiding secret sin 



 
Jesus is not condemning Jewish people as a whole 
 
The conflict in this passage occurs within first-century Judaism. Jesus, 
His disciples, and the earliest believers were Jewish. The prophets 
whose deaths Jesus mourns were also Jewish. This text must never be 
used to justify antisemitism or hostility toward Jewish people. Jesus is 
condemning specific leaders and the spiritual pattern they embody—a 
pattern that can appear in any religious community, including Christian 
churches. 
 
Jesus is not teaching salvation by moral improvement 
 
His command to clean the inside does not mean that sinners can reform 
their hearts and earn acceptance with God. Elsewhere in Matthew, 
Jesus presents His own life as a ransom for many. Cleansing begins 
with God’s grace received through repentance and faith, and it produces 
a transformed life. 
 
Jesus is not dismissing every small act of obedience 
 
He explicitly says the leaders should practice the weightier matters 
“without neglecting the former.” Small acts matter. The problem is using 
attention to small matters to excuse injustice, mercilessness, and 
unfaithfulness. 
 
Jesus is not condemning every tradition or outward practice 
 
Outward disciplines can help believers worship and obey God. They 
become dangerous when they replace Scripture, conceal sin, earn 
status, or create an appearance unsupported by inward reality. 
 
The passage should not be used mainly to attack others 
 
Jesus addressed real false leaders, and churches must confront abuse 
and error. Nevertheless, the passage first calls each reader to self-
examination. The spirit of Pharisaic hypocrisy is not confined to one 
ancient group; it grows wherever pride uses religion to avoid repentance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

question is not merely, “Am I connected to Christian things?” but “Have 
I come humbly to Christ?” 
 
Lesson: Religious proximity cannot replace personal repentance, 
saving faith, and submission to Jesus the King. 
 
3. False Leaders Can Obstruct Others from Coming to Christ 
 
Jesus not only says, “You yourselves do not enter,”  but also, “Nor will 
you let those enter who are trying to.” Their unbelief became an obstacle 
to others. 
 
Leaders may shut the kingdom’s door by distorting Scripture, adding 
human requirements to the gospel, excusing cherished sins, 
discouraging honest questions, concealing Christ beneath religious 
tradition, or making themselves the center of spiritual life. They may also 
repel wounded people through cruelty, greed, manipulation, or 
hypocrisy. 
 
This does not mean a leader literally possesses the power to prevent 
God from saving those He draws. It means that teachers bear genuine 
responsibility for the influence they exercise. They can point toward the 
doorway or stand in front of it. 
 
Parents, pastors, teachers, and mature believers should ask: Does my 
life make the grace of Christ clearer or harder to see? When people fail, 
do I guide them toward repentance and restoration, or make them 
believe there is no hope? Do I point them to Jesus, or make them 
dependent upon me? 
 
Those wounded by religious hypocrisy should remember that the corrupt 
gatekeeper is not the Door. Jesus said, “I am the gate; whoever enters 
through me will be saved” (John 10:9). Human beings may 
misrepresent Him, but they cannot change His character. 
 
Lesson: Spiritual influence is a solemn stewardship—we must never 
allow our pride, teaching, or conduct to obscure the way to Christ. 
 
4. Religious Zeal Is Not Necessarily Evidence of Spiritual 
Health 
 
Jesus describes the leaders traveling over land and sea to win a single 
convert. Their effort was impressive, but their message and character 



were corrupt. Their missionary energy did not prove that God approved 
of them. 
 
Sincerity, sacrifice, and enthusiasm do not make falsehood true. People 
may give time, money, and energy to a cause while remaining tragically 
mistaken. A speeding traveler may be earnest and energetic, but if he is 
driving in the wrong direction, greater speed takes him farther from his 
destination. 
 
Christians should therefore evaluate ministry by more than activity, 
numbers, growth, or excitement. We should ask whether Christ is 
faithfully proclaimed, Scripture is handled honestly, the gospel of grace 
is clear, leaders display godly character, and disciples are growing in 
love, holiness, humility, and truth. 
 
This also warns us against assuming that a busy Christian life is 
necessarily a healthy one. We can attend every meeting, volunteer 
continually, and speak passionately while neglecting prayer, repentance, 
family responsibilities, or secret integrity. 
 
Zeal is a wonderful servant but a terrible guide. It must be governed by 
truth and love. 
 
Lesson: Spiritual zeal is only fruitful when it is directed by truth, shaped 
by grace, and accompanied by godly character. 
 
5. We Reproduce in Others What We Truly Are 
 
Jesus says that after winning a convert, the leaders made that person 
“twice as much a child of hell” as themselves. This severe language 
shows that their disciples inherited and intensified their spiritual 
corruption. 
 
Teachers communicate more than information. Over time, followers 
absorb attitudes, priorities, blind spots, and habits. A proud teacher may 
produce argumentative students. A controlling leader may produce 
fearful followers or future controllers. A grace-filled mentor is more likely 
to form people who are patient with weakness and honest about their 
own need for mercy. 
 
Children often learn not merely what parents say but what they 
repeatedly see. A parent may teach that prayer matters, but the child 
notices whether the family actually prays when trouble comes. A pastor 

Sometimes criticism is deserved and should lead to repentance. 
Suffering for pride or wrongdoing is not the same as suffering for Christ. 
 
When believers truly suffer for faithful witness, they follow a Savior who 
was rejected before them. Christ sees, sustains, and will vindicate His 
servants. 
 
Lesson: Our response to God’s truth and faithful witnesses reveals the 
condition of our response to God Himself. 
 
18. Persistent Rejection of Grace Eventually Meets Divine 
Judgment 
 
Jesus refers to righteous blood from Abel to Zechariah and says 
accountability will come upon “this generation.” Abel was the first 
murdered righteous person recorded in Scripture. Zechariah’s death 
near the temple represents another shocking act of violence against 
God’s messenger. Together, the names summarize a long history of 
rejecting the righteous. 
 
Jesus is not saying that His hearers were personally responsible for 
every murder in Israel’s history. Rather, by knowingly completing the 
same pattern… culminating in rejecting the Messiah… they showed 
solidarity with that rebellion and brought it to its climax. 
 
The warning was fulfilled in a particular historical judgment upon 
Jerusalem, but it also points beyond that event. God is patient, but His 
patience must not be mistaken for indifference. Every hidden sin will be 
addressed, every injustice answered, and every person called to 
account. 
 
This should sober the unrepentant and comfort the oppressed. Victims 
who appear forgotten are not forgotten by God. He knows every drop of 
innocent blood and every act of faithful suffering. 
 
Yet judgment is not the only word. The One announcing judgment was 
on His way to the cross, where He would bear judgment for sinners. 
Anyone who turns to Him can receive mercy. But grace must be 
received; it must not be presumed upon while rebellion continues. 
 
Lesson: God’s patience provides an opportunity for repentance, but 
persistent rejection of His grace will finally meet righteous judgment. 
 
IMPORTANT INTERPRETIVE CLARIFICATIONS 



 
They did not become guilty merely because their ancestors killed 
prophets. Scripture does not teach automatic personal guilt for another 
person’s sin. Their guilt came from embracing the same rebellious spirit 
and continuing the same pattern. 
 
Families, churches, and societies may inherit sinful patterns: prejudice, 
secrecy, abuse of authority, greed, bitterness, or resistance to 
correction. Each generation has an opportunity either to repent or to 
deepen the pattern. 
 
Statements such as “This is how we have always done it” cannot justify 
wrongdoing. In Christ, inherited patterns need not determine our future. 
The gospel creates a new family and gives the Holy Spirit, who enables 
believers to put sinful ways to death. 
 
Parents can interrupt generations of harshness by learning patience and 
repentance. Leaders can break cultures of secrecy through 
accountability. Churches can confess to historic failures and pursue 
faithfulness. 
 
Lesson: We are not doomed to repeat inherited sins, but we must 
recognize, confess, and renounce them through the grace of Christ. 
 
17. Rejecting God’s Messengers Ultimately Reveals Rejection 
of God 
 
Jesus says He will send “prophets and sages and teachers,” some of 
whom the leaders will kill, crucify, flog, and pursue. Their treatment of 
Christ’s messengers would expose their treatment of Christ Himself. 
 
This does not mean every person claiming to speak for God must be 
accepted. Scripture commands us to test teachers. False prophets exist. 
But when God’s Word is faithfully proclaimed, rejecting it because it 
threatens our pride is not merely disagreement with a human speaker. 
 
The leaders’ persecution would also reveal that religious institutions can 
oppose God while claiming to defend Him. A religious title does not 
guarantee faithfulness. The ultimate test is submission to Christ and His 
truth. 
 
Jesus’ followers should expect that faithful witness may bring opposition. 
Yet Christians must not interpret every criticism as persecution. 

may preach humility, but the congregation observes how he responds to 
criticism or lack of recognition. 
 
This should make every leader dependent upon grace. None of us 
models Christ perfectly. The answer is not pretending to be flawless but 
demonstrating sincere repentance. When leaders admit wrong, seek 
forgiveness, and accept correction, they teach the gospel through their 
response to failure. 
 
Lesson: Our influence reproduces our character as well as our 
convictions, so those who teach others must continually submit 
themselves to Christ. 
 
6. Spiritual Blindness Can Coexist with Religious Expertise 
 
Jesus repeatedly calls them **“blind guides”** and **“blind fools.”** They 
knew detailed religious arguments but could not recognize what 
mattered most. Their learning had not produced spiritual sight. 
 
Intelligence, education, and biblical knowledge are gifts, but none 
automatically produces wisdom. Spiritual sight requires humility before 
God. Pride can turn learning into a veil: the more a person knows, the 
more skillfully he may defend himself against the truth. 
 
The leaders could debate fine distinctions about vows while failing to 
see the holiness of the God before whom every promise is made. They 
could study messianic prophecy while rejecting the Messiah standing in 
front of them. 
 
This is a warning for every Bible student. We should study carefully, but 
we must also pray, “Lord, show me where I am resisting You.” Scripture 
was not given merely to help us win arguments. It reveals God, exposes 
sin, makes us wise for salvation through faith in Christ, and trains us in 
righteous living. 
 
Lesson: Knowledge becomes spiritual sight only when it leads us into 
humility, faith, repentance, and obedience. 
 
 
7. Human Loopholes Cannot Release Us from Accountability 
to God 
 
In verses 16–22, Jesus exposes elaborate distinctions concerning 
oaths. The leaders taught that swearing by the temple or altar might not 



bind a person, while swearing by the temple’s gold or an altar gift did. 
Their system created religious-sounding loopholes. 
 
Jesus shows the absurdity of separating the gold from the temple that 
sanctifies it, or the gift from the altar that makes it sacred. More 
fundamentally, every oath ultimately takes place before God. Heaven is 
His throne, and the temple belongs to Him. 
 
The broader teaching of Jesus is that His followers should be so truthful 
that manipulation becomes unnecessary: “All you need to say is simply 
‘Yes’ or ‘No’” (Matthew 5:37). Christians should not look for technical 
ways to mislead while preserving an appearance of honesty. 
 
We do this when we ask, “How close can I come to lying without 
technically lying?” or “What is the least obedience I can offer and still 
appear faithful?” Such questions reveal a heart seeking escape rather 
than holiness. 
 
God is not deceived by clever wording. He hears our promises, sees our 
motives, and knows what we intended others to believe. 
 
Lesson: Integrity does not search for religious loopholes; it speaks and 
acts truthfully before the God who sees the whole heart. 
 
8. We Must Never Value the Gift Above the God Who Makes It 
Sacred 
 
The leaders treated temple gold and altar gifts as more significant than 
the temple and altar. Their reasoning reveals distorted priorities: material 
value had become more important than God’s presence and purpose. 
 
The human heart easily treasures religious benefits more than God 
Himself. We may value a church for its network, programs, music, 
influence, or social standing while losing sight of worship. We may seek 
God chiefly for health, success, comfort, or answers rather than because 
He is worthy. 
 
A child may become so fascinated by a wrapped gift that he scarcely 
notices the loving parent who gave it. God generously gives many gifts, 
but every gift is meant to lead us into gratitude and communion with the 
Giver. 
 
This applies to ministry as well. Buildings, budgets, attendance figures, 
platforms, and programs have value only as they serve God’s purposes. 

deliberately living a double life. The gospel gives us freedom to step into 
the light because our hope rests in Christ’s righteousness, not our 
reputation. 
 
For those who feel they have failed, Jesus’ words are not an invitation 
to despair. Bring the truth into His light. He already knows what is inside, 
and He receives those who come with honest repentance. 
 
Lesson: God desires honest repentance, not a polished reputation 
hiding an unconverted or unyielded heart. 
 
15. Honoring Faithful People from the Past Is Meaningless If 
We Reject God’s Voice in the Present 
 
The leaders-built tombs for the prophets and decorated the graves of 
the righteous. They claimed that if they had lived in their ancestors’ time, 
they would not have participated in shedding prophetic blood. 
 
Yet they were rejecting Jesus, the One to whom the prophets pointed. 
Soon they would also persecute His messengers. It was easy to honor 
dead prophets because dead prophets no longer confronted them. 
 
We may romanticize past believers while resisting the truths for which 
they stood. A church may celebrate reformers but resist reform. A nation 
may honor courageous moral leaders after their deaths while ignoring 
similar calls for justice in the present. A believer may admire biblical 
heroes without imitating their repentance, courage, or faith. 
 
It is easy to imagine that we would have stood with Noah, Moses, 
Jeremiah, or the apostles. The better question is: How do we respond 
when Scripture confronts us now? Do we welcome truth only when it 
confirms us, or also when it corrects us? 
 
Above all, how do we respond to Christ? Admiration for biblical history 
cannot substitute for present obedience to the living Lord. 
 
Lesson: We truly honor God’s faithful servants of the past only when we 
receive and obey God’s truth in the present. 
 
16. Unrepented Sin Develops Across Generations 
 
Jesus tells the leaders, “Go ahead, then, and complete what your 
ancestors started!” He is not commanding them to sin. He is exposing 
the direction in which their unrepentant hearts are moving. 



13. Self-Indulgence Is Often Hidden Beneath Religious 
Discipline 
 
The Pharisees appeared highly disciplined, yet Jesus says they were 
full of “self-indulgence.” External strictness can coexist with an inward 
life centered on self. 
 
A person may deny himself in visible ways because discipline brings 
admiration, control, or a sense of superiority. Religious rigor is not 
necessarily self-denial in the biblical sense. True self-denial surrenders 
the right to rule one’s own life and follows Jesus. 
 
Self-indulgence does not always look like luxury. It may appear as 
insistence on having the last word, protecting one’s image, refusing 
correction, demanding constant attention, or arranging ministry around 
personal convenience. 
 
The answer is not mere austerity. Christianity is not salvation through 
making ourselves miserable. The answer is a new center: Christ rather 
than self. Because Jesus loved us and gave Himself for us, we learn to 
use freedom, possessions, time, and influence in love. 
 
Lesson: Genuine self-denial is not outward severity but an inward 
surrender of self-rule to the lordship of Christ. 
 
14. A Beautiful Religious Exterior May Conceal Spiritual 
Death 
 
Jesus calls them “whitewashed tombs.” Tombs could be marked or 
whitened so that people would not unknowingly touch them and become 
ceremonially unclean. From a distance they appeared clean and 
attractive, but inside were bones and decay. 
 
This is one of Scripture’s strongest pictures of hypocrisy. The leaders 
“appear to people as righteous” but were inwardly full of hypocrisy and 
wickedness. Their reputation and reality had separated. 
 
There is a difference between imperfect obedience and hypocrisy. Every 
sincere Christian still struggles with sin. Hypocrisy is not simply failing to 
live perfectly; it is cultivating a false appearance, hiding sin without 
repentance, and using righteousness as a mask. 
 
A struggling believer who confesses, seeks help, and keeps returning to 
Christ is not the same as a person who protects a holy image while 

Once they become objects of pride or sources of identity, they begin to 
compete with the One they were meant to honor. 
 
Christ Himself is our greatest treasure. The gospel does not merely offer 
improved circumstances; it reconciles us to God. 
 
Lesson: God’s gifts must never become more precious to us than God 
Himself. 
 
9. Careful Obedience in Small Matters Is Good—but It Cannot 
Excuse Neglect of Greater Duties 
 
Jesus says that the leaders tithed even their “mint, dill and cumin.” Their 
attention to detail was not itself the problem. Jesus adds, “You should 
have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former.” He does not 
condemn careful obedience; He condemns selective obedience. 
 
They meticulously counted garden herbs while neglecting “the more 
important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness.” They 
used precision in smaller matters to hide failure in weightier ones. 
 
Christians can fall into the same pattern. We may be exact about worship 
styles, dress, terminology, or secondary doctrines while behaving 
unjustly, refusing mercy, breaking commitments, or ignoring the 
vulnerable. Precision is not wrong, but it becomes hypocrisy when it 
serves as a substitute for love and faithfulness. 
 
Jesus does not teach that some commandments may simply be 
discarded. Rather, Scripture has moral proportion. Some truths carry 
greater weight because they concern the heart of covenant faithfulness 
and love for God and neighbor. 
 
A church may have a carefully organized service while overlooking a 
lonely widow in the congregation. A believer may defend truth online 
while speaking cruelly to family members at home. God cares about both 
doctrine and conduct, but He will not allow attention to details to 
camouflage lovelessness. 
 
Lesson: Faithful obedience attends to the details without losing sight of 
justice, mercy, faithfulness, and love. 
 
10. Justice, Mercy, and Faithfulness Belong Together 
 



The three weightier matters Jesus names must not be separated. 
Justice seeks what is right. Mercy responds compassionately to misery 
and failure. Faithfulness remains loyal, truthful, and dependable. 
 
Justice without mercy can become cold and punitive. Mercy without 
justice can become sentimental permission for evil. Faithfulness holds 
us to God’s character and commitments through changing 
circumstances. 
 
The cross displays all three perfectly. God does not pretend sin is 
harmless; Christ bears its judgment. God does not abandon sinners; in 
mercy He provides the Savior. God fulfills His promises faithfully through 
Jesus. 
 
Churches must therefore protect the vulnerable, confront serious sin, 
extend forgiveness to the repentant, care for sufferers, and remain 
faithful to truth. Parents need justice that does not play favorites, mercy 
that understands weakness, and faithfulness that keeps loving through 
difficult seasons. Leaders need the courage to address wrongdoing and 
the compassion to seek restoration. 
 
Grace does not oppose justice; at the cross, grace satisfies justice 
through Christ and brings mercy to the guilty. 
 
Lesson: Mature godliness reflects God’s own character by holding 
justice, mercy, and faithfulness together. 
 
11. Hypocrisy Strains Out Small Faults While Swallowing 
Enormous Evils 
 
Jesus uses unforgettable humor: “You strain out a gnat but swallow a 
camel.” Both animals were ceremonially unclean, but one was tiny and 
the other enormous. The picture is intentionally absurd. 
 
The leaders were scrupulous about minor matters while tolerating major 
corruption. They possessed microscopic vision for certain infractions 
and astonishing blindness toward pride, injustice, greed, and unbelief. 
 
This happens when we magnify other people’s minor weaknesses while 
excusing our own serious sins. We may criticize someone’s style of 
speech while harboring hatred, object to a minor procedural mistake 
while behaving dishonestly, or become indignant over matters of 
preference while ignoring exploitation and abuse. 
 

Discernment requires proportion. Every sin matters because every sin 
opposes God, but not every issue has equal consequences or centrality. 
Jesus elsewhere warns against trying to remove a speck from another 
person’s eye while ignoring the plank in our own. 
 
Before criticizing someone else, we should ask: Am I focusing on a small 
matter because it allows me to avoid confronting something much larger 
in myself? 
 
Lesson: Spiritual maturity learns to see sin in proper proportion and 
begins with honest self-examination. 
 
12. External Respectability Cannot Cleanse Internal 
Corruption 
 
Jesus compares the leaders to cups and dishes cleaned on the outside 
but filled inside with “greed and self-indulgence.” They were concerned 
with how they appeared while ignoring what governed their hearts. 
 
Outward respectability can conceal inward bondage. A person may 
appear disciplined while secretly driven by greed, lust, resentment, envy, 
or the need for control. Public reputation may restrain visible behavior 
without transforming desire. 
 
Jesus says, “First clean the inside,” and then the outside will also be 
clean. He is not teaching that we cleanse ourselves sufficiently to earn 
acceptance with God. He is identifying the order of genuine 
transformation: God renews the heart, and changed conduct 
increasingly follows. 
 
Only Christ can cleanse the guilty conscience. His blood purifies us from 
sin, and His Spirit begins changing our desires. Yet believers must 
participate through confession, repentance, prayer, Scripture, 
accountability, and active obedience. 
 
Imagine painting the outside of a cup while leaving spoiled milk inside it. 
The fresh paint may impress an observer, but it does nothing to make 
the cup safe. God is not satisfied with cosmetic Christianity; He desires 
truth in our inward being. 
 
Lesson: The gospel does not merely improve our appearance—it 
cleanses the heart so that genuine obedience can grow from within. 
 


