“Words of Warning”
October 29, 2023
Matthew 23:13-36

I. Introduction

Before we read today’s Scripture, turn to verse 14—depending on which translation of the Bible you have, you many or may not have a verse 14—for some it may be a footnote.  Although the words of verse 14 are found in Mark 12:40 and Luke 20:47, they aren’t found in the earliest manuscripts of Matthew which have been discovered since AD 1611 when the King James version of the Bible was completed.  For this reason, verse 14 has been left out by the more recent translations of Matthew.  The statement was made by Jesus, but originally it probably wasn’t a part of Matthew’s account.  Now, let’s read Matthew 23:13-36.

Every culture and society come up with ideas that may sound nice but aren’t particularly Biblical.  In our culture there are ideas like: There are no absolutes.  We must welcome all people and judge no one.  My God is a God of love.  Jesus was a good teacher; His example of meekness and humility should be copied by everyone.  Such ideas have led some churches to teach some rather questionable things, things like:   Christians shouldn’t force their beliefs on others; all one has to do is be sincere.  Christians should be accepting of all people, beliefs, and lifestyles.  Christians should love everyone and everything they do.  Christians should be leaders in compromise and shouldn’t cause dissentions.

Some people and, I’m afraid, even some preachers—like the Pharisees of Jesus’ day—have turned their own prejudices into universal principals and substitute their own ideas for the truth of God.  Such attitudes ignore much of the Bible.  God is a God of love, but He is also a God of wrath and justice.  In Romans 12:19 Paul wrote, “Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.”  Jesus may have been a model of meekness and humility, but He also didn’t accept compromise.  Earlier in Matthew 21:12-13, He drove the moneychangers and animal sellers out of the Temple.  In Luke 12:51 He said, “Do you think I came to bring peace on earth?  No, I tell you, but division.”  

In today’s Scripture, Jesus condemned the false spiritual leaders of Israel.  He could just as well be condemning those today who have followed in the steps of the teachers of the law and Pharisees.  Jesus was angry about the sins of the leaders and what they were doing to His people.  Although He was more than a “little upset,” He didn’t lose His temper and become “out-of-control” angry.  
But as well as being angry, He was also sad.  2 Peter 3:9 says that He doesn’t “want anyone to perish.”  Ezekiel 18:32 adds, “’For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone,’ declares the Sovereign LORD.  ‘Repent and live!’”  This is seen in the word “woe.”  Woe is used to show sorrow as well as wrath or judgment; pain as well as anger.  Jesus knew that if they didn’t repent and believe, these leaders and their followers—no matter how sincere they were—would spend eternity in hell.  In this His last public sermon, Jesus wanted the leaders and the people to recognize their sins and repent.  Since they seemed unaware of the judgment that awaited them as they lived in their own, man-made kingdom, Jesus thundered this cry of “Woe” 7 times.
II. The Seven Woes

     A. You have shut the door to salvation.  Jesus’ first woe or condemnation of the leaders was that they had shut the door to the kingdom of heaven so that even those trying to get in could not.  It was bad enough that the spiritual leaders kept themselves out of heaven, but worse because they stood in the way of others.  In Luke 11:52 Jesus said, “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.” 


They took away the “key of knowledge” by misinterpreting the Word of God, by denying the Messiah, by denying the need for repentance, and the gospel of grace,  By teaching man-made traditions and laws—a religion of works for righteousness—they closed the door—“You have shut the door to salvation.”
     B. You have condemned the converts.  The scribes and Pharisees didn’t just shut the door to converts; they condemned them to hell through their false teachings.  The Pharisees went to great effort to convert fellow Jews and even Gentiles to their way of thinking; to their way of living.  But when they accepted this religion of works, the converts were condemned—just being sincere is not enough.

In John 8:44 Jesus called the Pharisees “children of the devil.”  They had rejected the way of God and had gone in the way of their father—the devil.  Through pride they were trying to earn their own righteousness, and this is what they taught others.  Then, as is often true of new converts, many of them were more zealous than their teachers—compare the teacher Gamaliel who in Acts 5:33-40 cautioned the high priest and Sadducees to go easy with the apostles with Gamaliel’s student, Saul, who you may know better as Paul, who according to his own testimony in Acts 26:9-11 went to almost any length to kill Christians.  Jesus said that this “double devotion” only produces “double condemnation.”  It’s sad—tragic—that people can think they are going to heaven when they are actually going to hell.  “You have condemned the converts.”  
     C. You are blind guides.  The teachers of the law and Pharisees prided themselves in their superior religious knowledge and understanding, but Jesus said, “You are blind guides.”  They were ignorant--blind to the truth of God found in the Scriptures.   For example, in their teachings, not all oaths were binding.  They had worked out a “religious system” that permitted them to lie and rob God and others and still maintain their supposed righteousness.  They taught that swearing by the gold in the Temple was binding but swearing by the Temple itself was not.  The standards of swearing by the gold of the Temple or the sacrifice on the altar were nothing more than a wicked deception of using holy things to disguise their unholy tendency to lie as they made unbinding oaths using the Temple or the altar—kind of like a spiritual “crossing their fingers.”  But Leviticus 19:11 says, "'Do not steal.  "'Do not lie.  "'Do not deceive one another.’”

Jesus went on to say that everything involved with the Temple, and everything involved with heaven involved God.  In fact, since God is the Creator of everything, to swear by anything at all involves God.  This is why earlier in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5:33-37, Jesus had taught that one shouldn’t swear at all.  He said, “Let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 'No'.”  Instead of being the learned men they portrayed themselves to be, they were merely blind guides—they didn’t know what they were talking about.
     D. You are neglecting God’s righteousness.  Jesus then condemned the scribes and Pharisees for  neglecting God’s righteousness.  They had rules for every minute area of life, while at the same time they ignored the important things.  The Mosaic Law specified that a tenth of all that one had was to be given to the Lord for the ongoing work of God (Leviticus 27:30-33).  The Pharisees were meticulous in following this part of the Law to the point of measuring out and paying the tithe on the smallest of garden crops.  But they neglected the more important requirements—justice, mercy, and faithfulness.  Turn to Micah 6:6-8.  Like those in Micah’s day, Jesus said, “You are neglecting God’s righteousness.”

Jesus didn't condemn their practice of tithing.  But He did condemn them for substituting outward acts of religion for essential virtues of the heart.  They were so busy looking for the gnats—the miniscule things—that they didn’t see the camels—the important things!

     E. You are clean on the outside and filthy inside.  Jesus said that, outwardly, the teachers of the law and Pharisees gave the appearance of pious devotion to God, but inwardly they were full of greed and pride and selfishness.  He said, “You are clean on the outside and filthy on the inside.”  Outwardly they appeared righteous, caring, and commendable, but inwardly they were voracious wolves looking for someone—anyone—to bring down and devour.  These religious leaders robbed the people they were supposed to serve in order to satisfy their own greed.  They robbed the people they were to protect and then used the stolen goods to serve themselves.  
     F. You are filled with disgusting decay.  Since it would make them ceremonially unclean, Jewish people were careful not to touch dead bodies or anything related to the dead.  They would whitewash the tombs so that no one would accidentally touch them and become defiled.  This was done particularly just before Passover to identify them to unwary travelers.  The area around Jerusalem would glisten in the sunlight during the Passover season because of them.  Like the tombs, the scribes and Pharisees were beautiful on the outside but full of uncleanness on the inside.  Jesus said, “You are filled with disgusting decay.”  Although they claimed to be teachers and models of God’s law, inside they were spiritually dead because they had no real concern about God’s law.  Their teachings and traditions superseded God’s Word.   And just like the tombs, the teachers of the law and the Pharisees spiritually defiled those whom they touched.
     G. You are only pretending to honor the prophets.  As they decorated the tombs and graves of the prophets and the righteous, the Pharisees would boast that they were far above their ancestors who had killed them.  They would honor these martyrs with great ceremonies.  But they only pretended to honor the prophets.  As an old saying goes, “the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree” and this was true for them as well.  Jesus exposed them as hypocrites when He said, “You testify against yourselves that you are the descendants of those who murdered the prophets.”  “You only pretend to honor the prophets.”  At that very moment they were plotting to kill Jesus, their Messiah, and the Prophet of prophets.  For example, after He healed the man with the shriveled hand, Matthew 12:14 says, “The Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus.”  They were even more wicked than their ungodly ancestors.  They were so filled with hatred of the truth and the righteousness of God that they were unable to see the fact that they were about to crucify the Son of God.  They would complete the sin that their ancestors started. 
III. Judgment is inevitable

God is patient but there comes a time when He says, “Enough.  The measure of sin is filled up.”  Judgment is inevitable.  Turn to Jeremiah 44:22-23.  Sadly, people never change, they continue in their sin until God says, “Enough.”  Turn to Romans 1:21-28.  .
Jesus said that the teachers of the law and Pharisees were like vipers, they were deadly and deceitful.  They were not only keeping people out of the kingdom, but they were also leading them down the wrong path.  They perverted God’s truth and ignored God’s priorities.  They extorted and robbed God’s people, they contaminated everyone they touched and were guilty of preparing to execute God’s own Son.  The judgment of the scribes and Pharisees was just and inevitable.  As evidence and verification of that judgment, Jesus said, “I am sending you prophets and wise men and teachers.  Some of them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your synagogues and pursue from town to town.”  To show the true nature of their hearts, after they killed Jesus, they would go on to kill, and crucify, and flog His followers.  
God is a God of love, mercy, and grace but He is also a God of holiness, wrath, and judgment.  Hebrews 10:30-31 says, “The Lord will judge His people.  It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”  Some of this judgment came when Jerusalem was destroyed in AD 70—less than 40 years later.  The rest will come in eternity.
IV. Application

 At first, it seems that Jesus was just saying the same thing as James does in James 3:1: “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.”  Obviously, it is extremely important that those in spiritual leadership make sure that they are doing and teaching what God requires.  But in reality, these words of warning are for everyone.  The Pharisees were concerned about external things, but 1 Samuel 16:7 reminds us that “The Lord looks at the heart.”  

Beyond a doubt, there are many problems in the world, including the rise of socialism, violence everywhere one turns, the LGBTQ agenda, but the prime directive of every Christian, not just the leadership, isn’t to deal with these social issues, but to “go and make disciples of all nations.”  The greatest battle—the most important battle—is the battle for men’s souls.  If we don’t tell others, we, like the Pharisees, are shutting the door on them.  They may not even know that there is a way to be saved from an eternity in hell.  We need to teach that the way to heaven isn’t through being sincere, doing good things, or donating to good causes.  It isn’t through attending a church regularly, joining a church, or even being baptized—these are all man-made, man-centered things.  We need to teach from God’s Word that, as Ephesians 2:8-9 says, one is saved only by the grace and mercy of God—by making Jesus their Savior and their Lord (Romans 10:9).  

If people’s hearts belong to God, then all other issues will be dealt with.  Turn to Matthew 12:33-35.  Turn to Ephesians 5:1-20.  One result of being filled with the Spirit is that the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-26) will grow and mature in Christians and this will lead to fewer external issues.

In spite of His anger with the Pharisees about how they twisted God’s Word, Jesus was sorrowful concerning their souls—later in verse 37 Jesus said, “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, and you were not willing.”  How about you?  Do you care that people don’t know the way to be saved?  What about your heart—do you have a heart for God, or do you serve some other master?  Are you like the Pharisees—good on the outside but dead inside?  What does God see?
5

