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Luke 11:37-54 
 
Verse 37-38 
When Jesus had finished speaking, a Pharisee invited him to eat with him; 
so he went in and reclined at the table. But the Pharisee, noticing that 
Jesus did not first wash before the meal, was surprised. 

• At the conclusion of his lesson on this particular day, a Pharisee 
invited Jesus to dinner at his house. Jesus accepted the invitation and 
joined the man for dinner. However, Jesus did not do the ritual 
washing that all good Jews did before eating. The washing was not for 
cleanliness sake but for compliance with observance to the ritual law 
of Israel as proscribed by the rabbis. Jesus’ failure to perform the 
ritual washing disturbed his host. The man would have concluded that 
Jesus was not an observant Jew, that Jesus did not keep the law.   

• But Jesus often did such things to move into a deeper discussion of 
religious matters. That is what he did here. 
  

 Verse 39-41 
Then the Lord said to him, “Now then, you Pharisees clean the outside of 
the cup and dish, but inside you are full of greed and wickedness. You 
foolish people! Did not the one who made the outside make the inside 
also? But give what is inside the dish to the poor, and everything will be 
clean for you.” 

• Jesus knew that his host was disturbed by his failure to wash. So he 
addressed the hypocrisy of doing things to look good to other people 
while secretly practicing all kinds of evil. Jesus pointed out that while 
the Pharisees appeared to be righteous on the outside, they were 
motivated by greed on the inside. Jesus said that rather than worrying 
about the outside of the dish, they should just give what was inside it 
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away to the poor. This would be a truly meaningful act highly 
pleasing to God. 
  

Verse 42 
“Woe to you Pharisees, because you give God a tenth of your mint, rue 
and all other kinds of garden herbs, but you neglect justice and the love of 
God. You should have practiced the latter without leaving the former 
undone.”  

• Jesus warned the Pharisees because they were careful in tithing 
everything according to the law of Moses, but cheated and deceitfully 
used people for their own benefit. He did not fault their diligence in 
tithing, but made it clear that they should also treat other people justly 
in all their dealings.  
 

Verse 43 
“Woe to you Pharisees, because you love the most important seats in the 
synagogues and greetings in the market places.” 

• Jesus warned the Pharisees because they sought special places in the 
synagogue and special recognition in public places. They wanted to be 
noticed because they were perceived to be important. 

 
Verse 44 
“Woe to you, because you are like unmarked graves, which men walk over 
without knowing it.” 

• In Jesus’ time, graves were clearly marked by whitewashing. This was 
because contact with something dead made one ceremonially unclean. 
Jesus warned the Pharisees that their influence over people was like 
coming in contact with something dead. Their influence made people 
ceremonially unclean. 

 
Verse 45 
One of the experts in the law answered him, “Teacher, when you say these 
things, you insult us also.” 

• The “experts of the law” were Pharisees who devoted their lives to 
teaching people how to follow the Law of Moses.  

 
Verse 46 
Jesus replied, “And you experts in the law, woe to you, because you load 
people down with burdens they can hardly carry, and you yourselves will 
not lift one finger to help them.” 
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• Jesus condemned the experts in the law because they made keeping 
the law impossible, but they gave people no help in obeying it. 

 
Verse 47-51 
“Woe to you, because you build tombs to the prophets, and it was your 
forefathers who killed them. So you testify that you approve of what your 
forefathers did; they killed the prophets, and you build their tombs. 
Because of this, God in his wisdom said, ‘I will send them prophets and 
apostles, some of whom they will kill and others they will persecute.’ 
Therefore this generation will be held responsible for the blood of all the 
prophets that has been shed since the beginning of the world, from the 
blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who was killed between the altar 
and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, this generation will be held responsible 
for it all.” 

• On the surface of things these teachers seemed to honor the prophets 
of God for they built memorial structures to honor them. But they 
refused to honor Jesus as the Messiah, thus rejecting the very one of 
whom the prophets spoke. Thus, they killed the message of the 
prophets and were condemned by God. 

• The quotation of God in these verses is not recorded in any Old 
Testament book.  Scholars assume that Jesus was quoting what God 
said to him directly. 

• The first murder recorded in the Bible is the murder of Abel. See 
Genesis 4:8. The last murder recorded in the Hebrew Bible is that of 
Zechariah. See 2 Chronicles 24:20-22. Chronicles is the last book in 
the Hebrew Bible. Jesus was saying that the generation of teachers to 
whom he spoke would be held accountable for it all… for everything 
that happened to the prophets from the beginning of Biblical history to 
its end. 

 
Verse 52 
“Woe to you experts in the law, because you have taken away the key to 
knowledge. You yourselves have not entered, and you have hindered those 
who were entering.” 

• The experts in the law did not believe that Jesus was the Messiah and 
they did their best to reveal his fault to others. 

 
 
 



 4 

Verse 53 
When Jesus left there, the Pharisees and the teachers of the law began to 
oppose him fiercely and to besiege him with questions, waiting to catch 
him in something he might say. 

• Jesus had offended these men so they actively opposed him, trying to 
find some way of exposing him as a fake. 

 
 
(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled Six Woes. They have been 
prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone Fellowship, Coatesville 
Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Cornerstone Fellowship & The Reverend Doctor Charles H. 
Jensen. They are used here by permission.) 
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