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Matthew 23:1-39 
 
Verse 1 
Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: 

• Throughout chapter 22 of the Gospel of Matthew, the enemies of 
Jesus asked him questions on various subjects. While they pretended 
to be interested in Jesus’ opinion on these matters, they were not. 
Their questions were traps that were designed to discredit Jesus (See 
exegetical notes on Matthew 22:15-40). Their traps failed. In Matthew 
22:41-46, Jesus turned the tables on them. He asked the Pharisees a 
question. Like them, Jesus is not really interested in what they think. 
He simply wants to expose the extent of their ignorance in certain 
Biblical matters. Jesus knew that they were enslaved to their traditions 
and had not necessarily thought things out for themselves. (See 
exegetical notes on Matthew 22:41-46.) 

• Immediately after having exposed the Biblical illiteracy of those who 
posed as authorities on Biblical matter, Jesus addressed the crowds. 
The crowds were the ones to whom the enemies of Jesus hoped to 
show him to be a fraud. 

 
Verse 2 
“The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat.” 

• Moses was the one who first received the law from God. He was the 
one who explained its meaning to the people of Israel. Thus, he was 
the first teacher of the law. These people had officially taken Moses’ 
place. They were the teachers of the law in Jesus’ day. Thus they had 
taken Moses’ seat or Moses’ place.  
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Verse 3 
“So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do 
what they do, for they do not practice what they preach.” 

• Since all authorities are appointed by God for the good of those whom 
they rule (see Romans 13:1-7 and Hebrews 13:17), and the teachers of 
the law occupy seats of authority, they must be obeyed when it comes 
to their teaching.  

• In this case, the teaching and the behavior of the teachers do not 
match. Therefore, while listening to and obeying their teachings, 
which are obviously in accord with the law of Moses, Jesus 
admonishes the people to avoid their example. He tells the crowd to 
do what they say but not what they do. 

 
Verse 4 
“They tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they 
themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them.” 

• What Jesus says is that these teachers of the law and the Pharisees 
pack up very heavy boxes which they ask others to carry while they 
watch. They are unwilling to help carry the boxes, but require others 
to do so for them.  

• This is an illustration of their bad behavior in a figurative sense. Jesus 
is about to explain the problem more specifically. 

 
Verse 5-7 
“Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries 
wide and the tassels on their garments long; they love the place of honor at 
banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; they love to be 
greeted in the marketplaces and to have men call them ‘Rabbi.’” 

• The first problem with the example of these teachers is that they do 
what they do to impress other people. Their practice of religion is 
public. Their purpose is to be known and recognized as religious men. 
Their motivation is not simply to serve and please God. They want the 
esteem and respect of other people, too. Compare this example to 
Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:2-8, 16-18. In these verses, Jesus teaches 
us to do good deeds in secret so as not to earn the good favor of men, 
but of God. 

• Phylacteries were small leather boxes that contain pieces of paper on 
which were written Deuteronomy 6:4-9, 11:13-21 and Exodus 13:1-10 
and 13:11-16. During prayer these boxes were worn, by men, on the 
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forehead between the eyebrows and on the left arm close to the elbow. 
They were tied on with leather bands. Apparently, the Pharisees made 
the bands wide so as to attract attention to the boxes. See Exodus 13:9 
as an explanation of this practice. 

• Tassels were put of the corners of prayer shawls in keeping with 
Numbers 15:38. The Pharisees apparently made these very long so as 
to attract attention. 

• They also loved to have prominent places at both private parties and 
public worship. The “most important seats in the synagogue” were the 
front pew or bench directly before the “ark,” the name of the desk in 
which the scrolls upon which the scripture was written were kept. 

• The title “Rabbi” was one of great respect in the Jewish community of 
Jesus’ day. It meant “teacher.”  

• The problem here is that these people overly enjoyed their place. It 
was more important to them than it should have been. 

 
Verse 8-12 
“But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have only one Master and 
you are all brothers. And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you 
have one Father, and he is in heaven. Nor are you to be called ‘teacher,’ 
for you have one Teacher, the Christ. The greatest among you will be your 
servant. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever 
humbles himself will be exalted.” 

• These words should not be taken literally. Remember that the 
admonition is against those who seek titles for the sake of human 
recognition. Therefore, it is not wrong to call someone teacher or 
father. However, it is wrong to give such respect to those who demand 
it to satisfy their need for recognition. 

• Remember Jesus’ words in Matthew 22:27-38. Our primary allegiance 
in life is due to God as Father and to the Messiah as Teachers. The 
greatest among us is the one who loves his neighbor as himself and 
seeks to serve humbly. 

 
Verse 13 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut 
the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor 
will you let those enter who are trying to.” 



 4 

• Jesus is the only way to enter heaven. These people do not believe 
that. Therefore, they refuse to enter heaven because they refuse to 
accept Jesus as the Messiah. 

• They also attempt to keep others from acknowledging that he is 
Christ. Thereby, they prevent others from entering the kingdom, too. 

 
(Verse 14 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites. You 
devour widows’ houses and for a show make lengthy prayers. Therefore 
you will be punished more severely.” 

• This verse does not appear in the oldest manuscripts. Therefore, it is 
put in the footnotes of most modern translations. It ruins the pattern of 
the passage by providing eight “woes” instead of seven. 

• The passage implies that these people foreclose on widows who are 
poor and cannot meet their mortgage payments, and that they make 
long prayers simply for the purpose of being heard in the synagogues. 
The first accusation certainly defies the “love your neighbor 
command” and is exceptionally cruel. The second is in keeping with 
Jesus’ early condemnation of them.) 

 
Verse 15 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel 
over land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you 
make him twice as much a son of hell as you are.” 

• Apparently these people were exceptionally zealous to win converts to 
their brand of Judaism. We know that they had disciples. See Matthew 
22:16. Jesus does not fault their zeal. He does fault the outcome. Their 
converts out-Pharisee them. Thus, all of them are bound for hell. 

 
Verse 16-22 
“Woe to you, blind guides! You say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it 
means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound 
by his oath.’ You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that 
makes the gold sacred? You also say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it 
means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gift on it, he is bound by his 
oath.’ You blind men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes 
the gift sacred? Therefore, he who swears by the altar swears by it and 
everything on it. And he who swears by the temple swears by it and by the 
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one who dwells in it. And he who swears by heaven swears by God’s 
throne and by the one who sits on it.” 

• Unless one understood the code of these people, their word could not 
be trusted. If they swore by the temple, as opposed to the gold of the 
temple, they were not bound to keep their oath. If they swore by the 
altar instead of the gift on the altar, they did not have to do what they 
promised. Therefore, they were not trustworthy and were not always 
obligated by their word. 

• Jesus pointed out how essentially illogical all this was. See Matthew 
5:33-37. There Jesus says that we should be bound by our word all the 
time without swearing by anything. 

• On the basis of this teaching, some Christians will not swear on the 
Bible in court, etc. This is not the point of the passage. Jesus says that 
our word alone should be enough. 

 
Verse 23-24 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give 
a tenth of your spices…mint, dill, and cumin. But you have neglected the 
more important matters of the law…justice, mercy, and faithfulness. You 
should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. You blind 
guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.” 

• Leviticus 27:30 requires tithing, the giving of 1/10th, of certain spices. 
Numbers 18:12 and Deuteronomy 14:22-23 also requiring tithing 
fruit, wine, and oil. Apparently, the Pharisees and teachers of the law 
kept these small details of the law religiously. 

• However, they overlooked more important matters like treating people 
fairly with mercy and having faith in God. Jesus said that they should 
pay attention to the important matters of the law without neglecting 
the smaller details of the law. 

• Pharisees would have strained their drinking water through cloth to 
keep from swallowing a gnat, the smallest unclean animal. However, 
figuratively, they swallow camels, the largest unclean animal. This 
comparison illustrates the point above. They major in the minor 
details of the law and neglect the more important ones. 

 
Verse 25-26 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean 
the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-
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indulgence. Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and the dish, 
and then the outside also will be clean.” 

• The illustration relates to dish washing. Jesus says the Pharisees and 
the teachers of the law wash only the outside of the dishes. However, 
everyone knows that it is the inside of the dish that gets dirtiest. 

• Jesus said that the inside of their dishes, that is their lives, were dirtied 
by greed and self-indulgence. He told them to clean up their lives. 

 
Verse 27-28 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are 
like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the 
inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the same 
way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you 
are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.” 

• In Jesus’ day tombs were often whitewashed on the outside. This 
made them look nice and made them more visible. Inside, tombs held 
bodies in various stages of decay. 

• He said that these people were like this. On the outside they appeared 
to be righteous, people who lived according to the word of God. But 
inside, in their hearts, they were evil. 

 
Verse 29-32 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build 
tombs for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous. And you 
say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our forefathers, we would not have 
taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets. So you testify 
against yourselves that you are the descendants of those who murdered the 
prophets. Fill up, then, the measure of the sin of your forefathers.” 

• Israel was known for persecuting the prophets. See Matthew 5:12. 
Apparently these people claimed that had they lived in the days of the 
prophets, they would not have treated them, as did their forefathers. 

• Jesus takes issue with this. He contends that they are exactly like their 
forefathers and treat prophets with the same contempt, as did their 
ancestors. He tells them that they are no different than those who went 
before them. 

 
Verse 33-36 
“You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned 
to hell? Therefore I am sending you prophets and wise men and teachers. 
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Some of them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your 
synagogues and pursue from town to town. And so upon you will come all 
the righteous blood that has been shed on earth, from the blood of 
righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah son of Berekiah, whom you 
murdered between the temple and the altar. I tell you the truth, all this will 
come upon this generation.”  

• The prophets and the wise teachers that will be sent to Israel are those 
who carry the Gospel. Like their forefathers, these people will 
mistreat these prophets. 

• Abel’s murder is recorded in Genesis 4:8. Zechariah’s murder is 
recorded in 2 Chronicles 24:20-22. Genesis is the first book of the 
Hebrew Bible. 2 Chronicles is the last book of the Hebrew Bible.  

• Thus, Jesus warns the Pharisees and the teachers of the law that they 
will be held accountable for the mistreatment of the prophets from the 
beginning to the end of time. 

 
Verse 37-39 
O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to 
you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen 
gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing. Look, your 
house is left to you desolate. For I tell you, you will not see me again until 
you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.’” 

• Jesus proclaims his heart’s desire to call all Israel to himself. 
However, he acknowledges their unwillingness to accept him for who 
he is, the Messiah, the Son of God.  

• Israel’s house is the temple which is, with these words, declared to be 
desolate because the glory of the Lord is about to leave it. 

• Jesus’ intention is to leave the Temple and not to return to it until the 
day when Israel acknowledges him to be the Messiah. After saying 
this he left the temple. He will not return there until the end of time.  

 
 
(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled Seven Woes. They have been 
prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone Fellowship, Coatesville 
Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Dr. Jensen and Cornerstone Fellowship.) 
 
 


