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Chapter	23

Chapter	23	constitutes	the	
indictment	of	the	Pharisees	that	
precedes	the	judgment	in	
Matthew’s	fifth	and	final	discourse	
in	chapters	24-25.	
In	this	chapter,	Matthew	describes		
Jesus	on	the	third	day	of	the	
Passion	Week,		speaking	to	the	
crowd	and	the	disciples	in	
Jerusalem	in	what	will	be	his	
farewell	to	the	temple.



Although,	the	seven	
woes	are	presented	as	
a	critique	of	the	Jewish	
leaders	of	his	time,	
Jesus	is	delivering	a	
vitriolic	condemnation	
of		hypocrisy	that	
exists	in	established	
religion,	including	
Christianity	today.



Matthew	23:	1-12
Then	Jesus	said	to	the	crowds	and	to	
his	disciples,	2	“The	scribes	and	the	
Pharisees	sit	on	Moses’	seat;	3	
therefore,	do	whatever	they	teach	you	
and	follow	it;	but	do	not	do	as	they	do,	
for	they	do	not	practice	what	they	
teach.	4	They	tie	up	heavy	burdens,	
hard	to	bear,	and	lay	them	on	the	
shoulders	of	others;	but	they	
themselves	are	unwilling	to	lift	a	finger	
to	move	them.	



5	They	do	all	their	deeds	to	be	seen	by	others;	for	they	make	
their	phylacteries	broad	and	their	fringes	long.		6	They	love	to	
have	the	place	of	honor	at	banquets	and	the	best	seats	in	the	
synagogues,	7	and	to	be	greeted	with	respect	in	the	
marketplaces,	and	to	have	people	call	them	rabbi.	8	But	you	
are	not	to	be	called	rabbi,	for	you	have	one	teacher,	and	you	
are	all	students.	9	And	call	no	one	your	father	on	earth,	for	you	
have	one	Father	– the	one	in	heaven.	10	Nor	are	you	to	be	
called	tutors,	for	you	have	one	tutor,	the	Messiah.	11	The	
greatest	among	you	will	be	our	servant.	12	All	who	exalt	
themselves	will	be	humbled,	and	all	who	humble	themselves	
will	be	exalted.



• Jesus	begins	positively	as	he	indicates	that	in	principle	the	
Pharisee’s	quest	for	righteousness	was	worthy	and	admirable.
• The	problem	Jesus	focuses	on	is	not	Pharisaism,	but	those	
Pharisees	whose	practice	contradicted	their	professed	desire	
for	righteousness.
• The	Pharisees	themselves	were	sensitive	to	the	danger	of	
hypocrisy.		According	to	Donald	Hagner,	there	existed	a	well	
known	passage	(b.	Sota 22b)	which	denounced	six	types	of	
hypocritical	Pharisees,	focusing	on	some	of	the	same	elements	
of		hypocrisy	denounced	by	Jesus.



• Presumably,	some	of	the	Pharisees	would	have	agreed	with	
Jesus’	criticism	of	the	hypocrisy,	and	his	criticism	would	not	be	
understood	as	indicting	all	Pharisees.
• The		language	of	the	woes	is	very	harsh	to	modern	ears,	but	it	
reflects	the	conventions	of	ancient	polemic.		The	severe	
language	is	not	as	exceptional	as	it	may	seem	to	us.
• The	debate	between	Jesus	and	the	Pharisees	is	to	be	
understood	as	an	intermural	debate.
•Matthew	is	addressing	the	question	of	who	better	interprets	
the	Torah	– Jesus	or	the	Pharisees?



• For	Matthew,	the	question	then	becomes	the	Christology	of	
Jesus.	Jesus	is	the	interpreter	of	the	Torah,	the	authority	of	the	
Torah,	and	the	fulfillment	of	the	Torah.
• It	is	the	question	that	underlies	the	growing	hostility	between	
the	synagogue	and	the	church	that	has	left	its	impact	on	the	
material	presented	in	this	chapter.
• In	chapter	23,	Jesus	describes	appreciation	of	the	Pharisees	as	
interpreters	of	the	law,	which	could	be	Matthew’s	concern	to	
affirm	Jesus’	loyalty	to	the	righteousness	of	the	Torah,	but	
points	out	their	hypocrisy	in	their	failure	to	live	by	it.



• He	criticizes	the	distinctive	oral	Torah	with	its	difficult	and	
complicated	casuistry.	[A	specific	method	used	in	moral	
theology	that	attempts	to	apply	a	set	of	general	principles	in	
specific	cases	of	human	conduct.]
• He	criticizes	the	heavy	burdens	they	place	on	others	and	
castigates	their	desire	for	praise	and	honor.
• Their	well-intentioned	attempt	to	protect	the	written	Torah	
with	detailed	stipulations	of	their	elaborate	traditions	had	
become	so	burdensome	that	even	they	could	not	meet	them,	
even	though	they	continued	to	impose	them	on	others.



• Jesus	tells	them	to	do	and	
keep	everything	that	the	
scribes	and	Pharisees	tell
them,	but	not	to	do what	
they	do,	as	they	sit	in	the	
seat	of	Moses	and	teach,	
because	they	themselves,	
do	not	do	what	they	teach.
• The	seat	of	Moses	was	
symbolic	of	the	authority	of	
Moses	which	came	down	to	
the	scribes,	the	
professional	Torah	scholars,	
by	way	of	elders	and	
prophets. Moses	seat	in	Chorazim Synagogue	in	lower	Galilee		-

built	in	4th Century	CE



The	seat	of	Moses	may	have	been	
metaphorical	in	Jesus’	statement,	but	
had	become	literal		by	the	first	century	
CE.
The	Moses	seat	was	a	marble	seat	near	
the	Torah	shrine	on	which	the	learned	
man	sat	and	taught	facing	the	people.Moses	seat	in	Delos	Synagogues,	2nd

Century	BC

The	scribes	and	Pharisees	put	themselves	
on	the	Moses	seat	and	appropriated	for	
themselves	the	teaching	authority	in	the	
synagogues.



Jesus	criticizes	their	
ostentatious	display	of	
piety.
-- their	broad	
phylacteries	– the	
boxes,	usually	leather,	
that	housed	written	
scripture	passages	and	
were	strapped	to	their	
foreheads	and	arms,	in	
literal	obedience	to	Ex.	
13:9	and	Dt	6:8,	11:18.

-- their	long	tassels	--each	
with	a	cord	of	blue	and	
attached	to	the	four	corners	
of	a	garment,	corresponding	
to	the	commandment	of	
Numbers	15:37-39	and	Dt.	
22:12,	as	a	reminder	to	obey	
God’s		commandments.

The	Pharisees	called	attention	to	their	piety	
by	the	size	of	these	items	– a	symbolism	
ironically	in	keeping	with	the	great	burdens	
they	imposed.		Donald	Hagner



• Jesus	calls	out	the	Pharisees	and	
the	scribes	for	their	love	of	
deference	and	honor.
• They	love	the	seats	of	honor	in	the	
synagogues,	presumably	the	seats	
at	the	front	in	full	view	of	the	
congregation.



• They	love	the	seats	of	honor	at	banquets,	
seated	at	the	right	side	of	the	host.	There	
were	strict	rules	about	the	seating	
arrangement	based	on	age	and	rank.	This	
may	be	an	accusation	that	better	addresses	
the	scribes,	who	in	general	enjoyed	great	
social	prestige.
• Jesus	condemns	the	Pharisees’	love	of	the	
greetings	of	honor	in	the	marketplace	as	
terms	of	respect	and	deference	reserved	
for	powerful	religious	authorities.



• Jesus	used	this	opportunity	to	contrast	the	pride	of	the	Pharisees	to	
the	humility	to	be	displayed	by	his	disciples	in	accepting	titles	of	
honor.
• The	Pharisees	love	the	title	of	Rabbi	or	Tutor	but	the	disciples	
should	not	allow	themselves	to	be	called	“rabbi,”	because	there	is	
only	one	rabbi	and	only	one	tutor	– Jesus.	
• This	statement	strikes	against	the	authority	of	the	Pharisees	and	the	
scribes.
• Jesus	exhorts	his	followers	to	not	allow	themselves	to	be	called	
rabbi.	Although	there	are	teachers	in	the	Christian	community,	they	
are	all	dependent	upon	the	single	authoritative	teacher	or	rabbi,	
Jesus.	All	believers	are	brothers	and	sisters	and	with	none	being	
elevated	above	one	another.



• Jesus	instructs	his	disciples	not	to	refer	to	anyone	Father.	He	is	not	
speaking	about	an	earthly	father,	but	to	use	“Father”	as	a	title	of	
reverence	or	honor.	There	is	one	Father	– the	heavenly	Father.
• There	is	evidence	that	in	middle	of	the	first	century,	that	the	title	
of	“Father”	had	been	given	to	numerous	“men	learned	in	
scripture.”		
• Hagner writes	that	the	three	“One”	affirmations	– One	Rabbi,	One	
Father,			One	Tutor	– bring	to	mind	the	Shema,	Israel’s	basic	
confession	to	the	one	God.

Hear	O	Israel,	the	Lord	is	our	God,	the	Lord	is	One.



Jesus	returns	to	his	theme	of	humility.	

• Greatness	and	honor	in	the	kingdom	are	determined	by	
countercultural	standards.

• Those	who	would	be	great	[seated	at	the	right	and	left	hand]	
will	not	strive	for	positions	of	honor,	but	become	servants	–
slaves.	

• Disciples	are	called	to	emulate	Jesus	who	“came	not	to	be	
served,	but	to	serve.”



The	Seven	Woes

• The	prophetic	woe	that	Jesus	levels	against	the	Pharisees	and	scribes	
is	not	a	woe	of	sorrow	or	lament.
• Instead,	it	is	the	prophetic	woe	of	judgment	– the	woe	of	a	curse.
• The	Pharisees	and	the	scribes	are	the	leading	representatives	of	the	
religious	elite	who	oppose	Jesus	in	the	narrative	of	Matthew’s	gospel.
• For	Matthew,	at	the	time	of	his	writing	in	a	post-70’s	Israel,	they	
remained	the	primary	opposition	to	Jesus	and	his	disciples.
• Matthew	and	his	fellow	believers	in	the	church	had	to	make	a	break	
with	the	synagogue,	whose	seats	of	instruction	had	belonged	to	the	
scribes	and	Pharisees.



• The	Seven	Woes	against	the	scribes	and	the	Pharisees	illustrate	specific	
examples	of	the	hypocrisy	Jesus	mentioned	in	v	3,	“they	say,	but	they	do	
not	do.”
• Luke	presents	Six	Woes.		Matthew	presents	seven,	which	hold	
significant	symbolism	as	pointing	to	a	fullness	of	corruption.

The	first	six	woes	are	linked	in	pairs:		
-- the	first	and	second	concern	the	effect	of	the	scribes	and	Pharisees	on	
their	disciples;	
-- the	third	and	fourth	concern	their	teaching;	
-- the	fifth	and	sixth	concern	the	problem	of	externalism;	
-- the	seventh	concerns	the	rejection	of	those	sent	by	God.



• Jesus	declares	seven	woes	upon	the	Pharisees	and	scribes:
1. For	shutting	out	others	from	the	kingdom	(v	13)
2. For	bringing	condemnation	to	converts	(v	15)
3. For	a	casuistic	approach	to	oaths	(vv 16-22)
4. For	letting	minutiae	eclipse	what	is	important	(vv 23-24)
5. For	letting	external	cleanness	hide	the	need	for	inner	cleanness	(vv 25-

26)
6. For	letting	outward	piety	hide	inner	uncleanness	(vv 27-28)
7. For	rejection	of	God’s	messengers	(vv 29-33)



• As	Jesus	is	delivering	the	Seven	Woes,	he	is	delivering	the	antitheses	of	
the	blessings	of	the	Sermon	on	the	Mount.
• In	both	the	Beatitudes	and	the	Woes,	Jesus	is	calling	his	disciples	to	a	
righteousness	that	surpasses	that	of	the	Pharisees	- a	righteousness	in	
which	one’s	inner	disposition	matches	one’s	outward	actions.	
• The	Woes	indicate	disapproval	and	warnings	of	judgment.
• Six	times,	Jesus	levels	the	charge	of	“hypocrites”	against	the	Pharisees	
and	scribes.	“Hypocrite,”	means	“actor.”		In	the	LXX,	its	usage	is	
exclusively	negative.
• In	the	biblical	tradition,	hypocrites	are	always	persons	who	live	in	
contradiction	between	what	they	appear	to	be	and	what	they	say	and	
what	they	do.



The	First	Woe

•13	“But	woe	to	you,	scribes	and	Pharisees,	hypocrites!	
For	you	lock	people	out	of	the	kingdom	of	heaven.	For	
you	do	not	go	in	yourselves	and	when	others	are	
going	in,	you	stop	them.



• In	the	first	woe,	Jesus	accuses	the	Pharisees	and	scribes	of	closing	the	
kingdom	of	heaven.
• Their	teaching	of	Torah	should	have	been	the	key	to	entering	the	kingdom,	
but	instead	of	unlocking	the	door	to	the	kingdom,	Jesus	accuses	them	of	
shutting	the	door	of	the	kingdom,	not	only	to	themselves,	but	also	to	the	
followers	of	their	false	teaching.		
• Ulrich	Luz	states	that	in	16:19,	Peter	is	given	the	key	to	the	kingdom	of	
heaven	so	that	he	can	make	it	possible	in	the	name	of	Jesus	for	people	to	
enter	the	kingdom	with	his	binding	interpretation	of	the	will	of	God.	The	
scribes	and	the	Pharisees	are	now	the	negative	anti-type	of	Peter.		Instead	of	
opening	the	door	to	the	kingdom,	they	close	it.

The	First	Woe



• They	do	not	enter	the	kingdom,	
because	their	righteousness	is	
deficient.		And	they	keep	others	from	
entering	because	their	interpretation	
of	the	law	does	not	lead	to	the	
righteousness	that	corresponds	to	the	
kingdom	of	God.



The	Second	Woe

15	“Woe	to	you,	scribes	and	Pharisees,	hypocrites!	For	
you	cross	sea	and	land	to	make	a	single	convert,	and	
you	make	the	convert	twice	as	much	a	child	of	
Gehenna	as	yourselves.”



The	Second	Woe

• The	second	woe	follows	closely	on	the	
conclusion	of	the	first	woe.		Not	only	is	
their	false	teaching	and	practice	preventing	
others	from	entering	the	kingdom,	a	
proselyte	is	so	misled	that	he	becomes	
“twice	as	much	a	child	of	Gehenna”		-
destined	for	divine	judgment.
• The	word	“proselyte”	elsewhere	in	the	NT	
always	refers	to	gentile	proselytes	to	
Judaism	– Acts	2:11,	6:5,	13:43.



• The	question	of	the	extent	of	the	missionary	activity	of	first-century	
Jews	is	a	difficult	one.		Most	scholars	have	concluded	that	there	was	a	
flourishing	Jewish	mission	among	the	Gentiles	(see	esp.	J.	Jeremias,	Jesus’	
Promise	to	the	Nations,	SBT	24).		S.	McKnight,	however	has	recently	
called	attention	to	the	tenuous	nature	of	the	evidence	for	this	conclusion.		
It	may	well	be	the	case,	therefore,	that	the	present	verse	has	in	mind	not	
the	conversion	of	pagan	Gentiles	to	Judaism	but	the	conversion	of	the	
God-fearing	Gentiles	(i.e.,	those	already	partial	converts	to	Judaism)	to	
full	proselytes	adhering	in	particular	to	the	Pharisaic	understanding	of	the	
righteousness	of	Torah.
• Donald	Hagner



The	Third	Woe
• 16	“Woe	to	you,	blind	guides,	who	say,	‘Whoever	swears	by	
the	sanctuary	is	bound	by	nothing,	but	whoever	swears	by	
the	gold	of	the	sanctuary	is	bound	by	the	oath.’	17	You	blind	
fools!	For	which	is	greater,	the	gold	or	the	sanctuary	that	
has	made	the	gold	sacred?	18	And	you	say,	‘Whoever		
swears	by	the	altar	is	bound	by	nothing,	but	whoever	swears	
by	the	gift	on	the	altar	is	bound	by	the	oath.’	19	How	blind	
you	are!	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	the	one	who	dwells	in	it;	22	and	whoever	
swears	by	heaven,	swears	by	the	throne	of	God	and	by	the	
one	who	is	seated	upon	it.”



• The	third	woe	in	v	16	does	not	follow	the	formula,	“Woe	to	
you,	Pharisees	and	scribes,”	but	is	rather	“Woe	to	you,	blind	
guides.”	He	reiterates	their	blindness	in	verses	17	and	19.		
• The	hearers	would	readily	recognize	the	blind	guides	as	the	
Pharisees	and	the	scribes.	
• In	chapter	15,	Matthew	had	called	them	‘blind	leaders,’	
because	with	their	regulations	concerning	the	vows	on	behalf	
of	the	temple	treasury,	they	were	bypassing	the	Corban	laws.	

The	Third	Woe



• In	contrast,	Jesus	repeatedly	gave	
sight	to	the	blind	and	this	had	
included	spiritual	blindness.
• On	two	occasions,	the	Pharisees	
have	already	rejected	Jesus’	
healings	of	the	blind	and	declared	
them	to	be	works	of	the	devil.
• The	Pharisees	are	presented	as	
the	polar	opposites	of	the	only	
teacher,	Jesus,	who	can	give	sight	
to	the	blind.



• Fourth	woe

Jesus	is	addressing	the	casuistic	
arguments	regarding	oaths	in	the	
third	woe.

The	controversies	about	oaths	in	
the	current	day	involved	creating	
formulas	that	substituted	for	
oaths,	because	it	was	important	on	
the	one	hand	to	avoid	direct	
mention	of	God’s	name,	but	on	the	
other	hand,	to	state	the	truth.



• By	establishing	formulas	which	obligated	one	to	tell	the	truth,	
the	rabbis	attempted	to	keep	people	from	unknowingly	or	
unwillingly	making	oaths.	
• The	Pharisees	have	made	distinctions	between	oaths:
-- made	“in	[the	name	of]	the	temple”	and	“by	the	gold	of	the	
temple”			-- and	the	oath	made	“by	the	altar”	and	“by	the	gift	
upon	it.”
• In	each	of	these	cases,	the	former	is	regarded	as	not	binding,	
and	the	latter	is	regarded	as	binding.	
• Jesus	makes	the	point	that	the	gold	is	made	holy	by	the	
temple	and	the	gift	is	made	holy	by	the	altar.	



• The	point	was	not	that	the	Pharisees	had	reversed	the	order,	but	
rather	that	all	oaths	are	binding.
• These	casuistic	exceptions	allowed	by	the	Pharisees	were	deceptive	
and	disallowed	by	Jesus.
• In	swearing	by	the	altar	or	temple,	one	swears	by	all	that	is	
associated	by	them,	including	above	all,	the	presence	of	God.
• Therefore	the	subtle	distinctions	allowed	by	the	Pharisees	were	
indefensible.
• Jesus	asserts	on	the	grounds	of	the	Pharisees	for	loyalty	to	all	
oaths,	but	in	his	own	view,	oaths	were	unnecessary.		
• A	yes	or	a	no	should	be	good	enough.



• Jesus	adds	a	third	summary	statement	
about	oaths:	“one	who	swears	by	
heaven	swears	by	the	throne	of	God	
and	by	the	One	who	sits	upon	it.”
• Oath	taking	is	always	in	effect	an	
agreement	in	God’s	presence.



The	Fourth	Woe

• “Woe	to	you,	scribes	and	Pharisees,	hypocrites!	For	
you	tithe	mint,	dill,	and	cumin,	and	have	neglected	
the	weightier	matters	of	the	law:	justice	and	mercy	
and	faith.		It	is	these	you	ought	to	have	practiced	
without	neglecting	the	others.		24	You	blind	guides!	
You	strain	out	a	gnat	but	swallow	a	camel!”



• The	fourth	woe	indicates	the	preoccupation	of	the	Pharisees	
with	minutiae	and	the	neglect	of	the	more	important	matters.
• The	Pharisees	went	beyond	the	law	to	tithe	“the	seed	of	the	
land,”	“grain,”	and	“the	fruit	of	the	land,”	to	include	tithing	even	
herbs	used	for	flavoring.	
• Jesus	did	not	fault	their	desire	to	scrupulously	tithe	even	“mint,	
dill,	and	cumin,”	but	he	did	fault	their	neglect	of	“the	weightier	
things”	of	the	law	– “justice,	mercy,	and	faithfulness.”	

The	Fourth	Woe



• In	the	Sermon	on	the	Mount,	Jesus	
called	the	merciful	blessed	and	in	
12:1-8,	he	had	contrasted	mercy	
with	the	Sabbath	observance	of	the	
Pharisees	that	neglects	human	
need.
• These	three	matters,	justice,	mercy	
and	faithfulness,	are	at	the	heart	of	
the	OT,	and	are	closely	related	to	
the	love	commandment,	the	
summary	of	the	law.



• Jesus	uses	a	humorous	
example	of	straining	“the	
gnat”	from	their	drink,	
attempting	to	follow	Lev.	
11:23,	only	to	swallow	“the	
camel,”	which	is	designated	
as	unclean	in	Lev.	11:4.	
• Concern	for	the	small	and	
relatively	insignificant	is	
accompanied	by	the	
ignoring	of	something	
enormous	in	size	and	
importance.
• This	metaphor	
encapsulated	the	hypocrisy	
of	the	Pharisees.



The	Fifth	Woe

•25	“Woe	to	you,	scribes	and	Pharisees,	hypocrites!	For	
you	clean	the	outside	of	the	cup	and	of	the	plate,	but	
inside	they	are	full	of	greed	and	self-indulgence.	26	
You	blind	Pharisee!		First	clean	the	inside	of	the	cup,	
so	that	the	outside	also	may	become	clean.”



• The	fifth	woe	levels	a	charge	of	hypocrisy	against	the	Pharisees	for	their	
concern	for	outward	cleanness	at	the	expense	of	equal	attention	to	
inner	cleanness.
• This	appears	to	be	addressing	their	elaborate	system	of	ritual	cleanness	
when	cleansing	the	outside	of	their	various	cups,	vessels,	and	
containers.
• But	Jesus	is	not	concerned	with	ritual	purity.	Instead,	he	calls	them	out	
for	insisting	on	cleansing	the	outside	of	the	cup	and	the	plate,	when	the	
inside	is	“filled	with	greediness	and	self-indulgence.”

The	Fifth	Woe



• Ulrich	Luz	interprets	this	passage	as	“inside	they	are	filled	with	
robbery	and	intemperance.”
• He	maintains	that:
• Intemperance	is	the	inner	lack	of	continence	and	self-control,	
which	is	expressed	mostly	in	sexual	desires	but	also	in	
immoderate	eating.
• “The	thought	is	thus	that	the	cups	and	dishes	are	unclean	
because	they	contain	what	is	robbed	from	the	poor	as	do	their	
owners,	the	rich,	because	they	cannot	control	themselves	and	in	
their	intemperance	stuff	everything	into	their	stomachs	(and	
their	pockets).		Therein		- thus	must	we	add	on	the	basis	of	v	25b	
– lies	the	true	impurity	of	the	inside.”



• Biblical	and	Jewish	tradition	repeatedly	emphasized	that	purity	
had	an	ethical	component	and	that	members	of	a	nation	are	
considered	to	be	more	unclean	by	inhumane	actions	or	by	
violating	the	covenant,	than	they	are	because	of	cultic	impurity.
• This	woe	appeared	to	address	the	uncleanness	of	vessels,	but	
Jesus	reveals	it	to	be	addressing	a	more	fundamental	form	of	
“uncleanness”	– ethical-social	uncleanness.



• The	woe	closes	by	speaking	to	“the	Pharisee,”		who	was	not	
yet	so	hopelessly	blind	that	he	could	not	find	repentance	by	
cleansing	the	“inside	of	the	cup”	– his	own	heart.
• Ulrich	states	that	if	people	are	right	with	others	and	with	
themselves,	then	they	will	arrive	at	the	correct	ritual	purity		- a	
total	purity	that	includes	purity	of	heart	and	behavior.



The	Sixth	Woe

•27	“Woe	to	you,	scribes	and	Pharisees,	hypocrites!	For	
you	are	like	whitewashed	tombs,	which	on	the	outside	
look	beautiful,	but	inside	they	are	full	of	the	bones	of	
the	dead	and	all	kinds	of	filth.	28	So	you	also	on	the	
outside	look	righteous	to	others,	but	inside	you	are	
full	of	hypocrisy	and	lawlessness.”



• The	sixth	woe	makes	the	same	point	using	other	imagery,	that	of	the	
whitewashed	tombs,	beautiful	on	the	outside	but	on	the	inside	filled	with	
dead	man’s	bones	and	all	sorts	of	impurity.
• Tombs	were	often	“whitewashed,”	in	order	to	make	them	conspicuous	so	that	
Jews	might	not	inadvertently	come	into	contact	with	them	thereby	rendering	
them	unclean	for	seven	days	(Num.	19:16).
• This	was	done	particularly	before	Passover	with	its	massive	influx	of	pilgrims.	
• The	tombs	which	were	filled	with	bones	of	the	dead	and	uncleanness	were	
outwardly	beautiful.		The	beauty	of	the	whitewashed	tombs	belied	the	
corruption	of	death.
• The	Pharisees	appeared	outwardly	righteous,	but	inwardly	were	filled	with	
hypocrisy	and	iniquity.

The	Sixth	Woe



• Luke’s	woe	in	11:44	differs	from	Matthew.		Luke	writes:
Woe	to	you,	because	you	are	like	unmarked	graves,	which	men	
walk	over	without	knowing	it.
• The	older,	Lukan	version	compared	the	Pharisees		with	
unrecognizable	graves	that	in	a	garden	or	a	field	were	
presumably	covered	with	a	simple	slab	and	thus	were	not	
immediately	recognizable.		For	this	reason	each	year	before	
Passover,	they	were	whitewashed	with	lime,	or	the	area	in	
which	several	graves	were	located	was	marked	off	with	
whitewashed	stones	in	order	to	prevent	inadvertent	defilement.



The	Seventh	Woe
•29	“Woe	to	you,	scribes	and	Pharisees,	hypocrites!		For	you	
build	the	tombs	of	the	prophets	and	decorate	the	graves	of	
the	righteous,	30	and	you	say,	‘If	we	had	lived	in	the	days	of	
our	ancestors,	we	would	not	have	taken	part	with	them	in	
shedding	the	blood	of	the	prophets.’		31	Thus	you	testify	
against	yourselves	that	you	are	descendants	of	those	who	
murdered	the	prophets.	32	Fill	up,	then,	the	measure	of	
your	ancestors.	33	You	snakes,	you	brood	of	vipers!	How	
can	you	escape	being	sentenced	to	hell?”	



The	Seventh	Woe

• The	final,	seventh	woe,	faults	the	Pharisees	for	building	
“tombs	of	the	prophets”	and	for	beautifying	“the	
monuments	of	the	righteous.”	Prophets	and	the	righteous	
are	linked	several	times	in	Matthew.	(10:41,	13:17)
• The	Pharisees	give	the	impression	that	they	honor	these	
men	and	try	to	disassociate	themselves	with	those	who	
killed	them,	by	saying	“if	we	had	lived	in	the	day	of	our	
fathers,	we	would	not	have	participated	with	them	in	the	
blood	of	the	prophets.”



• Jesus	turns	it	around	and	points	out	that	in	making	this	
disclaimer,	they	are	inadvertently	implicating	themselves	as	
the	sons	who	murdered	the	prophets.
• The	sons,	who	are	rejecting	Jesus	and	his	disciples,	are	
repeating	exactly	what	their	fathers	had	done	in	rejecting	the	
prophets.
• No	rejection	of	the	prophets	is	as	grievous	as	the	Pharisees’	
rejection	of	Jesus.
• Therefore,	the	guilt	of	the	scribes	and	Pharisees	lies	primarily	
in	their	present	deeds	and	not	in	the	way	they	deal	with	their	
past,	but	the	woe	becomes	understandable	against	the	
background	of	this	experience.



• Jesus	tells	them	ironically	to	fill	up	the	measure	of	their	
ancestors,	which	is	exactly	what	they	do.
• They	will	kill	Jesus	and	those	who	belong	to	him,	and	indeed	
“fill	the	measure	of	their	fathers,”	and	therefore,	cannot	
escape	God’s	eschatological	judgment.
• They	are	serpents,	a	brood	of	vipers,	as	they	had	been	
categorized	by	John,	a	prophet	who	had	also	been	murdered.
• Hagner writes	that	for	Jesus	to	use	this	language	to	the	
representatives	of	Israel	is	shocking	in	the	highest	degree.



• Jesus	asks	a	rhetorical	question	that	becomes	a	condemnation,	
“How	will	you	escape	from	the	judgment	of	Gehenna?”
•Matthew	reaches	back	to	the	beginning	of	the	woes	and	says	
that	the	scribes	and	the	Pharisees	will	themselves	end	up	at	the	
place	to	which	they	lead	the	proselyte	whom	they	convert.		
• And	the	circle	of	woes	is	complete.



• Donald	Hagner writes:
The	clash	between	Jesus	and	the	Pharisees	was	unavoidable,	and	thus	a	
concrete	historical	context	exists	for	woe	sayings	such	as	the	ones	in	this	
pericope.	At	the	same	time,	however,	the	following	points	should	be	
noted:
1. It	is	hardly	the	case	that	all	Pharisees	were	like	those	described	here;
2. The	present	pericope,	probably	a	special	construction	of	the	

evangelist,	gathers	together	in	one	place	woe	sayings	spoken	by	
Jesus	at	different	times	(cf.	their	scattered	occurrence	in	Luke),	
thereby	giving	them	a	special	impact;

3. The	pericope lacks	any	word	of	grace,	although	the	Pharisees	were	
not	excluded	from	Jesus’	invitation	(cf.	Acts	15:15);	and	finally



4.		Very	probably	the	intensity	of	the	woe	sayings	to	some	
extent	reflects	the	growing	hostility	between	the	church	and	
synagogue	in	Matthew’s	day,	and	thus	the	sayings	may	well	
have	been	sharpened	in	their	bitter	tone.
There	is	today	only	one	proper	Christian	use	of	the	woe	sayings	
of	this	pericope.		It	is	found	not	primarily	in	the	application	of	
the	passage	to	the	historical	Pharisees,	and	even	less	to	modern	
Judaism	as	a	religion,	but	in	the	application	of	the	passage	to	
members	of	the	church.	Hypocrisy	is	the	real	enemy	of	this	
pericope,	not	the	scribes,	the	Pharisees,	or	the	Jews.		If,	on	the	
model	of	this	pericope,	a	bitter	woe	is	to	be	pronounced	against	
anyone	today,	it	must	be	directly	solely against	the	hypocrisy	in	
the	church.	(cf.	1	Peter	2:1)



34	Therefore	I	send	you	prophets,	sages,	and	scribes,	some	of	
whom	you	will	kill	and	crucify,	and	some	you	will	flog	in	your	
synagogues	and	pursue	from	town	to	town,	35	so	that	upon	you	
may	come	all	the	righteous	blood	shed	on	earth,	From	the	blood	of	
righteous	Abel	to	the	blood	of	Zechariah	son	of	Barachiah,	whom	
you	murdered	between	the	sanctuary	and	the	altar.	36	Truly	I	tell	
you,	all	this	will	come	upon	this	generation.

Appendix	to	the	Seventh	Woe



• Jesus	tells	that	he	will	send	them	prophets,	wise	men,	and	
scribes	and	they	will	be	met	by	murder,	sufferings	and	
persecution		- not	reception	of	their	message	and	warnings.
• They	would	become	heirs	of	all	the	blood	of	martyred	
prophets,	from	Abel,	the	first	one	murdered,	down	to	the	last	
martyr	of	Jewish	unbelief	of	whom	tradition	spoke	in	such	
terms		- Zechariah,	stoned	by	the	king’s	command	in	the	Court	
of	the	Temple	(2	Chron.	24:	20-22).
• There	is	debate	about	the	identity	of	Zechariah,	son	of	
Barachiah.	The	Zechariah	of	2	Chronicles	is	the	son	of	Jehoiada,	
but	this	seems	to	be	the	reference.



The	Lament	over	Jerusalem

• 37	“Jerusalem,	Jerusalem,	the	city	that	kills	the	prophets	and	
stones	those	who	are	sent	to	it!	How	often	have	I	desired	to	
gather	your	children	together		as	a	hen	gathers	her	brood	
under	her	wings,	and	you	were	not	willing!	38	See,	your	
house	is	left	to	you,	desolate.	39	For	I	tell	you,	you	will	not	
see	me	again	until	you	say,	‘Blessed	is	the	one	who	comes	in	
the	name	of	the	Lord.’”



• Even	though	the	scribes	and	Pharisees	had	become	enemies	
of	Jesus,	they	were	invited	to	share	in	the	new	kingdom.
• Despite	his	harsh	condemnation	of	the	woes,	Jesus	had	longed	
for	them	to	receive	him	to	bring	them	within	the	fold.
• If	they	had	allowed,	he	would	have	gathered	them	like	a	hen	
gathers	her	young	under	her	wing	to	shelter	them	from	the	
storm	of	Divine	judgment.	
• But	Jesus	laments	the	fate	of	Jerusalem	and	the	tragedy	that	
awaits	them.
• Their	“house,”	the	temple	will	be	destroyed	and	Jesus	tells	
them	that	they	will	not	see	their	Messiah	again	until	the	
coming	eschaton.



• This	is	Jesus’	last	public	appearance.		
Chapters	24-25	are	given	only	to	the	
disciples	and	chapter	26	begins	the	
narrative	of	Jesus’	arrest.
• This	is	the	“Farewell”	and	the	parting	
of	Israel’s	Messiah	from	Israel	and	its	
Temple.


