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Introduction 
 Chapter 23 of Matthew records a scathing denunciation of the religious leaders in 
Jerusalem. The speech has this outline:  

 Introduction to the speech, 1-12 
 Woes to the Pharisees, 13-36 
 Lament over Jerusalem, 37-39  

 In the opening to the great speech against the religious authorities (23.1-12), Jesus speaks 
to the crowds and His disciples about true greatness. He says, “You have true greatness if you 
live in pointed contrast to the pious-sounding leaders.” Then Jesus turns His attention to these 
leaders and addresses them directly in the body of this speech announcing a series of woes upon 
them: But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  There are seven woes: 23.13, 15, 16, 23, 25, 27, 
and 29. A woe is a state of great adversity, deep sorrow, and intense grief. “Woe to you” is a 
pronouncement of severe judgment. 
 The basic reason for this severe judgment is the hypocrisy of the scribes, the teachers of 
OT Law, and the Pharisees, promoters of the rabbinic tradition that the scribes expounded. With 
each woe, Jesus explains the hypocrisy, and indicates what the judgment is and why it is so 
severe. Therefore, we can take up the topic of “Woes to Hypocrites” with the following outline 
regarding hypocrisy: 1) explanation of the hypocrisy that merits judgment, and 2) indication of 
the judgment that hypocrisy merits. The explanation will take up most of our time before 
application. 
 
1A. Explanation of the hypocrisy that merits judgment 
 Jesus is firm in His denunciation of the scribes and Pharisees, and He defends His claim 
against them by explaining in detail the hypocrisy that merits this declaration of guilt. He 
chooses five examples to make His case. It is like five hypocrisy hooks. On each hook, He hangs 
a section of a picture of hypocritical piety. Once we hang all the sections in place, we can then 
give a summary statement on what Jesus means by hypocrisy that leads to divine severity.  
  1B. Hypocrisy in relation to making converts (23.13, 15) 
 Jesus says, 13 "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.  15 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.   
 How should we understand the reference to people “about to enter the kingdom” and 
“who would enter”? Are there sinful Israelites and people outside of Israel who seek entry into 
the kingdom of God? Clearly, no one in his or her natural (fallen) state seeks after God (Rom 
3.11). As Jesus said, the only thing that comes from a corrupt tree is corrupt fruit (Mat. 7.17-18). 
Furthermore, no one can keep people out of the kingdom when Jesus chooses to reveal the Father 
to them (Mat. 11.27). His kingdom comes with power and this power explains why determined 
people seize it as a prize (Mat. 11.12). The point has to be something to this effect: people, both 
Israelites and proselytes, follow you thinking to enter thereby into the kingdom of God, but the 
reality is that you shut the door to the kingdom in their faces. By following your guidance, they 
become doubly children of hell.  
 How are they children of hell twofold? This refers to the tendency of students to go 
farther than their teachers down the road that the teachers map out for them by instruction and 
example. What a consequence (or fruit): the only way the scribes and Pharisees could make 
converts and disciples was to put them on a path to perdition more extreme than their own path 
to perdition! Hence, the judgment of the Pharisees involves the intensification signaled by an 
alarming “woe” (“woe to you!”).  
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 2B. Hypocrisy in relation to swearing (23.16-22)   
 16 "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.'  17 You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the temple that has 
made the gold sacred?  18 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.'  19 You blind men! For which is greater, the gift or the altar that makes the gift 
sacred?  20 So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it.  21 And whoever swears by the temple 
swears by it and by him who dwells in it.  22 And whoever swears by heaven swears by the throne of God and by him 
who sits upon it.   
 Jesus calls the leaders blind guides, blind fools, and blind men. They gave bad 
interpretation and promoted bad implementation of the Law of God. Thus, their doctrine and 
example takes them directly into the abyss of sorrow.  
 Another example of hypocrisy comes from manipulation of the ninth commandment by 
using oaths as a form of lying. This shows how blind, how unseeing they were, and how much 
they lacked understanding. Here is what they did. They would swear by the gold of the temple 
and that would solidify an oath, but swearing by the temple itself meant nothing. Similarly, 
swearing by a gift on the altar solidifies the oath, but swearing by the altar meant nothing. One is 
binding and the other is not binding (cf. swearing by the leather of a Bible in court). Why should 
one bind and the other mean nothing? These distinctions were false showing how whimsical and 
capricious the spiritual leaders were in grounding and applying God’s commandments. 
 What is the relationship between the temple and the gold that adorns it? What is the 
relationship between the altar and a gift someone puts upon it? The gold has no value or meaning 
in itself. The temple that it adorns makes the gold holy or sanctifies it to a divine purpose. A gift 
has no value or meaning in itself. It only has value as a component in the sacrificial system 
where the gift receives it meaning from the altar upon which someone offers it. Thus, the temple 
is greater than the gold of the temple, and the altar is greater than the gifts people put on it. 
Therefore, the teachers of the Law do not see the truth, they do not teach it clearly, and they do 
not practice it properly. They handle the Law like people in the dark who cannot see a thing.   
 What is the point of 20-22 (So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it.  21 And 
whoever swears by the temple swears by it and by him who dwells in it.  22 And whoever swears by heaven swears by 
the throne of God and by him who sits upon it)? 
 Jesus denies the hair-splitting distinctions between temple and its gold and between the 
altar and its offerings.  
 a) He says, if you swear by the altar, you swear by everything on it. In other words, there 
is no distinction to make between the components of the altar.  
 b) Then, if you swear by the temple, you inescapably swear by the one, the Lord who 
dwells in it.  
 c) To the distinction they made between swearing by heaven versus swearing by the 
throne of God, Jesus says, you cannot swear by heaven and not at the same time swear by the 
throne of God because heaven is His throne! He is Sabbath king who inaugurated His sovereign 
rule over all that He created when He sat down on the throne of the heavens and propped His feet 
on the footstool of the earth (Gen. 1.2.4; Isa. 66.1-2).  
 Hence, all the Pharisaical hair-splitting has its basis in falsehood, it promotes purely 
arbitrary guidelines for oath taking, and it fails to take into account the fact that they inescapably 
involve the Avenger of all lies in their lying (Ridderbos). Thus, what they confirm and bind is 
their own judgment.  
 3B. Hypocrisy in relation to giving (23.23-24) 
 23 "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.  24 You blind guides, straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel!   
 Here is a case in point of the bad example that others follow to hell. There is major-minor 
confusion, a problem of inversion, of inverted priorities. Jesus tells them, “You perfect minor 
matters of the Law while you neglect major matters of the Law.” The Law required tithing of 
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grain, new wine and oil (Deut. 14.22-23), but the Pharisees added to the tithing rule by 
including insignificant things within its scope. Two of these spices were for food preparation 
(dill and cumin) and mint had a function similar to potpourri (people would spread on the floor 
for its aroma). They had a penchant for little details of piety. However, they neglected the big 
details of piety such as justice, mercy and faithfulness.  
 By contrast, you should practice the major aspects of the law without neglecting the 
minor aspects. Jesus says, “Yes” to the practice of tithing and giving, but He puts this practice 
into the category of minor things. We can assume that He does not require the additional details 
of tithing that the Pharisees promoted when He encourages both major and minor duties.  
 What Jesus encourages has the ring of Micah 6.8: He has told you, O man, what is good; and what 
does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? Justice 
involves treating other people in a just and fair manner (as in giving an employee a just wage). 
Mercy applies the love of kindness in showing loving-kindness to those in need. Faithfulness 
refers to righteous living in humility before God, walking humbly with Him. Be fair, love 
kindness, and walk with God; these are the things that matter most.  
 However, the teachers had it all backward in an extreme way. The gnat-camel illustration 
shows the backwardness of their theology, of the inversion of major and minor things, and of the 
misplaced priorities: Jesus says, “When drinking, you carefully avoid a gnat but foolishly 
swallow a camel.” Thus, they can see a gnat and avoid drinking it. However, they are so entirely 
blind that they cannot see the camel that they swallow completely. This is how radically they 
inverted things and that is what earned them God’s righteous judgment in an accelerated way. 
 4B. Hypocrisy in relation to holiness (23.25-28) 
 25 "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.  26 You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and the plate, 
that the outside also may be clean.  27 "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.  28 So you also 
outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.   
 In hypocrisy, there is a strong contrast between what is outside a person versus what is 
inside a person; there is a lifting up of outward appearance and a playing down of inner attitude.  
 Another thing that the Pharisees could not see being blind was the true place of 
ceremonial cleansing laws. They followed strict rules with respect to the washing of cups and 
dishes (cf. Mk. 7.1-4 …there are many other traditions that they observe, such as the washing of cups and pots 
and copper vessels and dining couches). They scrupulously cleansed themselves and their dishes; this 
is not a reference to having clean hands and clean dishes in the everyday sense of practical 
hygiene. It was a literal washing, to be sure, but the purpose went beyond hygiene to ritual 
holiness. Jesus applies the washing of cups and dishes by distinguishing between the outside and 
inside of the items. The outside represents the eternal rituals and the inside represents internal 
attitudes. Addressing the Pharisees, Jesus tells them that they wash only the outside of the cup. 
He goes on to say that they need a washing of the inside of the cup because inside they are full of 
greed, self-indulgence, dead men’s bones, and all kinds of uncleanness.  
 They take great care regarding outward religion. 
 They leave the inner person of heart untouched. 
 They thus miss the point of true religion regarding outward things: if you clean the inside 
first, then the outside will be clean. The outward acts and external ceremonies have value and 
meaning when there is repentance from greed and self-indulgence. 

  They made sure that they profited from the rules that they imposed on the people. From 
Isaiah and Jeremiah, Jesus told us that they are blind dogs that seek to satisfy their own desires 
(Mat. 21.13). This religion for profit motif was a major concern and they practiced their trade 
very diligently. They totally missed the point of how empty and pathetic they were on the inside 
while they on the outside they sparkled.  
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  Jesus put His attention on the inside; that is the way to true religion in all its outward 

forms and external rituals. The externals, just as the little things, do matter. However, the 
religious opponents of Christ are whitewashed tombs, beautiful on the outside but on the inside 
they are full of dead men’s bones. On the outside, they appear righteous, but on the inside, they 
are full of hypocrisy and wickedness. In their own eyes, they looked pure and in the eyes of the 
people they seemed to be outstanding examples of purity and righteousness. However, in God’s 
eyes they were full of death and decay, duplicity, and evil. Thus, they were bound for a painful 
judgment. 
 5B. Hypocrisy in relation to murder (23.29-36) 
 29 "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets and decorate the 
monuments of the righteous,  30 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.'  31 Thus you witness against yourselves that you are sons of those who  
murdered the prophets.  32 Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers.  33 You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you 
to escape being sentenced to hell?  34 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,  35 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.  36 Truly, I say to you, all these things will come 
upon this generation.   
 Powerfully, Jesus tells these people that they are murderers though their evil is under a 
veil of hypocrisy.  
 Speaking directly to them, Jesus says, “To show your superiority to your ancestors, you 
build tombs for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous servants of God who died 
in the hands of the old covenant people. You say that you would do none of the evil acts of your 
ancestors if you lived back in their day. This is your pretence, your façade of righteousness. 
Honoring their graves, you give the impression that you are their allies. In these things, you 
testify that you are the descendents of those who murdered the prophets. This has a double 
meaning: you admit that you are the children of murders. Literally, you acknowledge that the 
blood of murders flows in your veins. Thus, you testify that you not only carry on their lineage 
but you carry on their murdering practices as well.”  
 Thus, Jesus tells them to fill the cup to the brim with the sin of their forefathers (23.32). 
He is not commanding them to sin in this way. The imperative indicates the inevitability of their 
sin against those who call them to repentance: John, Jesus, and the followers of Christ. It is like 
saying, “Go, do what you are set on doing with hardened hearts that are impervious to the call to 
repent.” 
 Therefore, Jesus calls them snakes (23.33) as did John the Baptist (Mat. 3.7).  
 The fact that they are murders both in heart and in overt act again shows why it is that 
they bind themselves over to judgment. How will they escape being condemned to hell? They 
may entertain some thoughts of self-righteousness and thus of some hope of escape from 
judgment, but this is a false hope completely. They will not escape. 
 Therefore, Jesus finalizes with the announcement that He is sending prophets, wise men, 
and teachers to this hypocritical people (23.34). How does this follow here? It seems to be that 
they will fill the cup of sin by flogging, persecuting, and killing God’s messengers of repentance. 
Thus, they will be accountable for all the murders of OT saints (upon them will come their 
blood). The covenant people of God are one; throughout their history, they continued to murder 
the messengers of the Lord (from Abel recorded in Genesis to Zechariah, recorded in the last 
book of the OT, 2 Chronicles [24.21]). Jesus tells them, “You are one with them, and you are 
guilty with them of the same heinous crimes.” Therefore, Jesus word to them is the sobering 
“woe to you!” 
  
Summary 
 The hypocrisy that Jesus condemns so severely refers to word and deed (speech and act) 
pretence (pretending) of holiness, righteousness, and truth in which emphasis is on outward 
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appearance versus inward reality and emphasis is on minor matters of religion versus major 
ones. Hypocrites add rules, accent minor things, and neglect justice, mercy and faithfulness. That 
is what we have here; Jesus gives other ingredients in other speeches (cf. Mat. 7.5, judging). 
 
2A. Indication of the judgment that hypocrisy merits   
 The judgment of hypocrites involves something they miss and something they must 
endure. They have no entry into kingdom salvation; nor do those who follow them. Jesus tells 
them, “The end is hell for you and your disciples.” There is no escaping the sentence to hell, (v. 
33). They have a multiplied condemnation in unity with the sins of their ancestors. What is 
coming upon them is a seven-fold judgment that Jesus underscores by repeating the woes seven 
times. This is a formula for the most intense suffering imaginable; they store up for themselves 
wrath against the day of wrath; they store up for themselves the fiery wrath and indignation of 
the Lord of heaven and earth.  
 “Be assured,” says Jesus, “in truth, this will come upon you and the people of Israel that 
follow you on this path of hypocrisy. Truly, I say to you, all these things will come upon this generation.  
Thus, God will take the kingdom from Israel and give it to a new nation bringing forth its fruits 
(Mat. 21.43).  
 
Applications 
 How is this study of hypocrisy relevant to us? What can we learn from this text? 
Reflection on the woes to the hypocrites brings out a number of essential things. 
 1) Reality check about the gospel 
 First, there is a sobering reality check about the gospel. We must not lose sight of the fact 
that the gospel is life unto life and death unto death. The word of God is a sword that cuts to the 
heart and saves; it is also a sword cuts down the soul and destroys (cf. He can create and He 
destroy for His throne is "an awful throne."). "Woe to you" is not simply an expression of pity 
("alas and how pitiable"). It is an authoritative pronouncement of judgment to come by the one 
appointed to be judge on the awful throne. We are hit in the face with the fact that those who 
seem to have everything (who are rich, full, happy, and at rest in the ebb and flow of life) are 
bound for a profound poverty, emptiness, misery, and eternal unrest (cf. the woes of Lk. 6.24-
26). 
 There is a future beyond the grave yet to come. It is a very difficult reality check to know 
that human beings, God’s image bearers by creation, are bound not for the promised land where 
milk and honey flow but are bound for a wasteland where misery and sorrow flow in an 
unending stream (cf. the Westminster Catechisms on eternal punishment). In that place, there is 
no water of life but only the overwhelming flood of death. Outside of Christ, those who are self-
righteously rich, satisfied, laughing, and peaceful actually have nothing now and absolutely 
nothing good to look forward to in the future. They have no future. They have nothing to 
anticipate, to wait for patiently, and to expect eagerly. The affects of sin on the body that 
eventually take their toll in death typify the corruption, the loss, the emptiness, and the pain of 
eternal punishment. I pray that the Lord drive this sobering reality home to our hearts. It a 
weighty truth to know that religion is not the way to true happiness and that it may be the way to 
final and eternal destruction. 
 2) Perspective on the preaching of Jesus 
 The woes definitely help us keep the preaching of Jesus in perspective. They show that a 
marked contrast exists between the new covenant saint and unbelievers. They also show that we 
must read His teaching and understand it in light of man’s fundamental need of Him. His 
preaching is not simply an ethical code for the here and now. It is a call to repentance on a macro 
scale. It is a proclamation of man’s sinfulness and famine for righteousness, of the provisions of 
mercy, protection, comfort, community, family, humanity, righteousness, and satisfaction that 
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come to us through Jesus Christ. These are the blessings of the new covenant saint; they flow 
from the work of the new covenant Lord by His life, death, and resurrection.  
 3) Basis for eternal thanksgiving 
 Third, the reality that the world has woe upon woe hanging over it as the wages of sin is 
cause for unending thanksgiving. We each have to think about the fact that these woes are "what 
I deserve." My sins merit the emptiness, lack of comfort, unhappiness, misery, and abiding 
unrest spoken of here by the Lord Jesus. Knowing that I am free from these woes is cause for 
great joy and thanksgiving. Knowing that I am bound for fullness, riches, happiness, comfort, 
and eternal Sabbath rest with my loving Sabbath king must drive me to my knees in worship, 
praise, and thanksgiving to the Father in heaven, to the Son at His right hand, and to the Spirit 
dwelling within us. 
 The Lord Jesus is the Lord of judgment. With all the kindness He exemplifies and 
demands from us in our conduct, He speaks here as judge (23.34, 38-39) with firm accusation 
and scathing denunciation. This fact makes the grace we have received all the sweeter. In turn, 
we must worship the king with thanksgiving; this is part of the fabric of our walk as disciples.  
 4) Concern for the neighbor 
 Finally, the woes must wake us up to the need of our neighbors. The reality that hangs 
over human beings with eternal implications must drive us to pray, with heartfelt compassion, for 
those inside the church and outside the church, and to do all that we can as individuals and as a 
church to spread a clear gospel word to the nations. We should pray for the unsaved, give them 
things to read, invite them to church, and perhaps give them sermons from the web page. In the 
end, we must be willing to suffer all things for sake of God’s elect to see them saved and 
sanctified to the glory of our great high priest. Surely, this is a major application of loving 
kindness in order to show loving-kindness because God in Christ shows that He loves kindness 
and loves to show it to us by lavishing His blessings upon us!  

 
Let us fall down before the majesty of our God with humble thanksgiving for the great love 
wherewith He loves us. May the Holy Spirit impress on our hearts how Jesus did not neglect justice, 
mercy or faithfulness in His own life and death in order to give us eternal blessing instead of the 
eternal cursing that we deserve. To Him be all glory, now and forevermore, amen.  

 


