
CONNECT THE THOUGHTS

Dethroning Religious Idols- Matthew 23:1-39

In chapter 23, Jesus' repartition of "Woe to you" creates an interesting contrast to the 
"Blessed are" persons described in chapter 5 of the Sermon on the Mount, which 
addresses many of the same subjects.

Prophets in the Jewish tradition characteristically announced the judgment of the 
covenant god upon his rebellious people, and (sometimes) announced also the 
inauguration of a new movement, a time when Israel’s god would again act graciously 
for his people. Part of Jesus’ prophetic persona was that he did both.

The 'pronouncement of woe' is a prophetic style of communication that was used by 
several of the Old Testament prophets. A good example of this is found in Habakkuk 2 
where the Lord speaking through the prophet pronounces 5 woes against the 
Babylonians, then ends the chapter with, "The Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth 
be silent before him."  This foretell the destruction of the Babylonians, and Israel's return 
from captivity to Jerusalem to rebuild the Temple where in the Lord will reside.

However as you will see here in Matthew 23, after Jesus pronounces woes upon the 
religious leaders and Jerusalem itself, He say, "Your house will be left to you desolate."

Making idols of your leaders (vv 1-12)

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: 2 “The teachers of the law 
and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. 3 So you must be careful to do everything 
they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they 
preach. 

Religious leaders must live what they teach.

4 They tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s 
shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them.

Mose taught, "If you see the donkey of someone who hates you fallen down under its 
load, do not leave it there; be sure you help them with it." If this is how Moses taught 
that we should treat a donkey that has fallen under its load, how much more should we 
help each other.

I like how The Message translates Galatians 6:1-3:
"If someone falls into sin, forgivingly restore him, saving your critical comments for 
yourself. You might be needing forgiveness before the day’s out. Stoop down and reach 



out to those who are oppressed. Share their burdens, and so complete Christ’s law. If 
you think you are too good for that, you are badly deceived."

5 “Everything they do is done for people to see: They make their phylacteries 
wide and the tassels on their garments long; 

Phylacteries were copies of texts taken from Exodus and Deuteronomy and tied to the 
Jews’ left hand and forehead (see, for example, Deuteronomy 6:8: “And you shall bind 
them [the commandments in the Law] as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as 
emblems on your forehead”). Broadening the phylacteries and lengthening the tassels 
gave the appearance of extraordinary piety.

Religious leaders must not seek marks of honor.

6 they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the 
synagogues;

 “The true test of a man's character is what he does when no one is watching.” ― John 
Wooden. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus teaches,“Be careful not to practice your 
righteousness in front of others to be seen by them." He then precedes to give three 
examples involving giving, praying and fasting where the hypocrites "have received their 
reward in full," because they seek "to be honored by others."  
Jesus reminds us that God is all knowing and our omniscient "Father, who sees what is 
done in secret, will reward you." (Matthew 6:1-18) "Who are you, when nobody is 
watching?" 

Religious leaders must not seek honored treatment.

7 they love to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces and to be called ‘Rabbi’ 
by others.

Religious leaders must not seek honorary titles.

8 “But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have one Teacher, and you are all 
brothers. 9 And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father, and 
he is in heaven. 

In Matthew 6:9 Jesus teaches to pray, “‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your 
name..."

10 Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one Instructor, the Messiah. 
11 The greatest among you will be your servant. 12 For those who exalt 
themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.

Blocking the right door, opening the wrong door (vv 13-22)



Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the door 
of the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will 
you let those enter who are trying to. [14] [b]

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 you have succeeded, you 
make them twice as much a child of hell as you are.

Religious leaders must be careful not to do more harm than good.

16 “Woe to you, blind guides! You say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it means 
nothing; but anyone who swears by the gold of the temple is bound by that oath.’ 
17 You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that makes the gold 
sacred? 18 You also say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but 
anyone who swears by the gift on the altar is bound by that oath.’ 19 You blind 
men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes the gift sacred? 20 
Therefore, anyone who swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 
21 And anyone who swears by the temple swears by it and by the one who dwells 
in it. 22 And anyone who swears by heaven swears by God’s throne and by the 
one who sits on it.

Just before the death of actor and ardent atheist W. C. Fields, a friend visited Fields’ 
hospital room and was surprised to find him thumbing through a Bible. Asked what he 
was doing with a Bible, Fields replied, “ Loopholes, I’m looking for loopholes.”

The teachers of the law and the Pharisees were using the whole oath system, not to 
promote justice, but to extort people by creating legal "loophole."  At issue here is the 
teaching of invalid distinctions, the following of which enables people to break certain 
oaths without losing a reputation for godliness and even encourages them to take oaths 
they can break with supposed impunity.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught about oaths. “Again, you have heard that it 
was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your oath, but fulfill to the Lord the vows 
you have made.’ But I tell you, do not swear an oath at all: either by heaven, for it is 
God’s throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of 
the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair 
white or black. All you need to say is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this comes 
from the evil one. (Matthew 5:33-37)

Oaths sworn at the Temple alter were originally used to enact justice. When Solomon 
was dedicating the first temple he prayed, "When anyone wrongs their neighbor and is 
required to take an oath and they come and swear the oath before your altar in this 
temple, then hear from heaven and act. Judge between your servants, condemning the 
guilty by bringing down on their heads what they have done, and vindicating the 
innocent by treating them in accordance with their innocence." (1 Kings 8:31-32)



Loving your image instead of God’s image in you (vv 23-28)

23 “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. 

 "If I speak in the tongues[a] of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a 
resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom 
all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but do 
not have love, I am nothing. 3 If I give all I possess to the poor and give over my body to 
hardship that I may boast,[b] but do not have love, I gain nothing. (1 Corinthians 13:1-3)

24 You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.

The scholars and Pharisees strained out gnats (or their larvae) by pouring wine (and 
perhaps other drink) through a cloth or a fine wicker basket. A gnat and a camel, the 
smallest and largest animals seen in daily life, represented ritually unclean food that the 
Mosaic law commanded not to be eaten (see Leviticus 11:4, 41).  This wry humor is 
heightened in the Aramaic language that Jesus was almost certainly speaking. For in it 
there’s a wordplay between galma (“a gnat”) and gamla (“a camel”).

25 “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-indulgence. 
26 Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside 
also will be clean.

27 “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 the bones of the dead and everything unclean. 28 In the same way, on the 
outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of 
hypocrisy and wickedness.

Rejecting God by rejecting His word (vv 29-39)

29 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build 
tombs for 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 So you testify against yourselves 
that you are the descendants of those who murdered the prophets. 32 Go ahead, 
then, and complete what your ancestors started!



Jerusalem is the city that kills the prophets, and stones those sent to her; Jesus comes 
as the last in the prophetic line, expecting no better than his predecessors, and indeed 
worse.

33 “You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to 
hell? 34 Therefore I am sending you prophets and sages and teachers. Some of 
them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your synagogues and pursue 
from town to town. 

The present tense in “I’m sending” portrays the Great Commission of 28:18–20, for in 
fact He was even then teaching and preparing His disciples.

Woe is called down on the heads of the Pharisees, because they are so concerned with 
ritual purity that they cannot see the huge disease that is growing within Israel (11:37–
54). The blood of all the righteous, and the prophets, will be required from this 
generation (11:51). Israel has reason to fear the one who can not only kill but cast into 
Gehenna (12:4–5)

35 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. 

In Matthew 27:25 all the people, incited by the chief priests and the elders, will say, “His 
[Jesus’] blood [be] on us and on our children.” Here, “on you may come all the righteous 
blood” means condemnation for blood-guiltiness (compare Jeremiah 26:15, among 
other Old Testament passages). “All the righteous blood” magnifies the blood-guiltiness, 
and the shedding of “righteous blood” indicates martyrdom. 

Reminiscent of Lamentations 4:11-14:
The Lord has given full vent to his wrath;
    he has poured out his fierce anger.
He kindled a fire in Zion
    that consumed her foundations.
12 The kings of the earth did not believe,
    nor did any of the peoples of the world,
that enemies and foes could enter
    the gates of Jerusalem.
13 But it happened because of the sins of her prophets
    and the iniquities of her priests,
who shed within her
    the blood of the righteous.
14 Now they grope through the streets
    as if they were blind.
They are so defiled with blood
    that no one dares to touch their garments.



36 Truly I tell you, all this will come on this generation.

Jesus’ public persona was that of an oracular prophet, and such warnings as these, or 
most of them, would be perfectly natural, and indeed might be expected. Part of the 
prophetic vocation and role was to announce to Israel that she was pursuing a path that 
led to ruin.

37 “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. 

38 Look, your house is left to you desolate. 

The Temple was known as the "house of the Lord in Jerusalem,"  In chapter 21 Jesus 
said, "'My house will be called a house of prayer,' but you are making it 'a den of 
robbers." So the Lord will depart from His house in Jerusalem and leave it desolate. 

In the sad, noble, and utterly Jewish tradition of Elijah, Jeremiah and John the Baptist, 
Jesus announced the coming judgment of Israel’s covenant god on his people. At the 
heart of the disaster would be the ruin of the Temple. 

39 For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he who 
comes in the name of the Lord.’”

“Your house” is the temple. “Is being abandoned” refers to Jesus’ soon and certain 
desertion of the temple, where he has been speaking since 21:23 and whence he’ll exit 
in 24:1–2 with a prophecy of its destruction. “Behold” dramatizes this desertion. Absent 
Jesus, the temple will no longer be the Lord’s house (as it still was in 21:13; Jeremiah 
12:7), but “your house” (compare Jeremiah 22:5; Ezekiel 11:22–23). The reason for  
Jesus’ deserting the temple consists in the Jerusalemites’ failure to welcome him in the 
Lord’s name. It was the Galilean crowds of his followers that welcomed him thus at the 
triumphal entry (21:9). “From now on” stresses the immediacy of Jesus’ judgmental 
desertion of the temple and intimates a delay till the Jerusalemites welcome him at what 
we call his second coming.

This reminds us of a future day that Jesus spoke of when He said, “Truly I tell you, at 
the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have 
followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. (Mathew 
19:28)

Footnotes:
Matthew 23:5 That is, boxes containing Scripture verses, worn on forehead and arm
Matthew 23:14 Some manuscripts include here words similar to Mark 12:40 and Luke 20:47.
"They devour widows’ houses and for a show make lengthy prayers. These men will be 
punished most severely.”
Matthew 23:39 Psalm 118:26
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