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Warnings!!! 

Matthew 23  
 

 
Why does Jesus tell the people to listen to corrupt leaders?   

 
In fact, why does Jesus seem so passive?  He speaks the truth and is 

misunderstood, or understood but hated….and He just keeps moving on.  He 
doesn’t ever “take the bull by the horns” and begin to “whip things into 

shape”, does He?  He just warns and warns and teaches and teaches, heals 

and heals, talks and talks, gives and gives….. and then repeatedly walks 
passively away to do it all again. Why? 

 
This chapter begins with Jesus saying the scribes and Pharisees are corrupt 

and proud and greedy men, and then telling the people to listen to them.  
Huh? 

 
Matthew 23:1-12 

“Then Jesus spoke to the multitudes and to His disciples,2 saying: “The 
scribes and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat.3 Therefore whatever they tell 

you to observe, that observe and do, but do not do according to their works; 
for they say, and do not do.4 For they bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and 

lay them on men’s shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with 
one of their fingers. 5 But all their works they do to be seen by men. They 

make their phylacteries broad and enlarge the borders of their 

garments.6 They love the best places at feasts, the best seats in the 
synagogues, 7 greetings in the marketplaces, and to be called by men, 

‘Rabbi, Rabbi.’ 8 But you, do not be called ‘Rabbi’; for One is your Teacher, 
the Christ, and you are all brethren. 9 Do not call anyone on earth your 

father; for One is your Father, He who is in heaven. 10 And do not be called 
teachers; for One is your Teacher, the Christ. 11 But he who is greatest 

among you shall be your servant. 12 And whoever exalts himself will be 
humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.” 
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Look at all the things Jesus says the scribes and Pharisees are guilty of: 
 

 :4 Telling others to do what they themselves would never do   
 :5 Doing things only for men’s praise   

 :6-10  Desiring to be the “top guys” so they could lord it over 
people    

 :11&12  Wanting to be served, but not to serve 
 

There’s no doubt Jesus did not like the actions of these men…but, still…He 
tells His listeners to “do as they say, not as they do”.  Why? 

 

Can you think of other instances in life when we know it’s the right thing to 
listen to and obey the words of people even when we know they are corrupt? 

How about these? 
 

 Obey parents in the Lord  Ephesians 6:1-3 
 Wives submit to unbelieving husbands  I Peter 3:1-4 

 Submit to the governing authorities  I Peter 2:13-17 
 

In each of the cases above, obedience, submission and respect are asked for 
not because the one being obeyed is perfect or even a nice person, but 

because it is for the general good of everyone to maintain order and be 
known as a people who are humbly waiting on the Lord for their happiness 

and security, as opposed to rebelling against commonly established 
authority figures.   

 

But, less this audience (and we) think Jesus was suddenly blind to the rotten 
condition of the very leaders He was telling them to obey, in verses 13-36, 

Jesus declares eight  (8) dire warnings for the ruling Jewish authorities.   
I’d like to look at each warning and just put it into my own words: 
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Matthew 23:13-36 
13 “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut up the 
kingdom of heaven against men; for you neither go in yourselves, nor do 

you allow those who are entering to go in. 14 Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites! For you devour widows’ houses, and for a pretense 

make long prayers. Therefore you will receive greater condemnation. 

15 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you travel land and 

sea to win one proselyte, and when he is won, you make him twice as much 
a son of hell as yourselves. 

16 “Woe to you, blind guides, who say, ‘Whoever swears by the temple, it is 

nothing; but whoever swears by the gold of the temple, he is obliged to 
perform it.’ 17 Fools and blind! For which is greater, the gold or the temple 

that sanctifies the gold? 18 And, ‘Whoever swears by the altar, it is nothing; 
but whoever swears by the gift that is on it, he is obliged to perform 

it.’ 19 Fools and blind! For which is greater, the gift or the altar that sanctifies 
the gift? 20 Therefore he who swears by the altar, swears by it and by all 

things on it. 21 He who swears by the temple, swears by it and by Him who 

dwells[e] in it. 22 And he who swears by heaven, swears by the throne of God 
and by Him who sits on it. 

23 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you pay tithe of mint 

and anise and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: 
justice and mercy and faith. These you ought to have done, without leaving 

the others undone. 24 Blind guides, who strain out a gnat and swallow a 
camel! 

25 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cleanse the 
outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of extortion and self-

indulgence.[f] 26 Blind Pharisee, first cleanse the inside of the cup and dish, 
that the outside of them may be clean also. 

27 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like 

whitewashed tombs which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are 
full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness. 28 Even so you also outwardly 

appear righteous to men, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and 

lawlessness. 

http://www.kathleendalton.com/
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew%2023&version=NKJV#fen-NKJV-23940e
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew%2023&version=NKJV#fen-NKJV-23944f


“Go!!!!” 
A Verse-by-Verse Study of the Book of Matthew 

www.kathleendalton.com 
 

 

 

 

 
29 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! Because you build the 

tombs of the prophets and adorn the monuments of the righteous, 30 and 
say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our fathers, we would not have been 

partakers with them in the blood of the prophets.’ 

31 “Therefore you are witnesses against yourselves that you are sons of 
those who murdered the prophets. 32 Fill up, then, the measure of your 

fathers’ guilt. 33 Serpents, brood of vipers! How can you escape the 

condemnation of hell? 34 Therefore, indeed, I send you prophets, wise men, 
and scribes: some of them you will kill and crucify, and some of them you 

will scourge in your synagogues and persecute from city to city, 35 that on 
you may come all the righteous blood shed on the earth, from the blood of 

righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, son of Berechiah, whom you 
murdered between the temple and the altar. 36 Assuredly, I say to you, all 

these things will come upon this generation. 

1. :13  Warning:  You are keeping people out of heaven!  By your non-

Godly way of living you are preventing people from knowing God!   

 
2. :14  Warning:  “You are taking advantage of the disadvantaged!”  

You are taking money from those who need money.  And to cover up 
for your offense, you stand around and make sure people see you and 

hear you praying – as if you really know how to talk to God. 
 

 
3. :15  Warning:  “You seek out others to also be religious…but you 

never introduce them to God!”  You teach them to be just like 

yourselves – outwardly religious, but still hopeless on the inside. 
 

 
4. :16-22  Warning:  “You are teaching people to care more about 

material things than about a right relationship to God!”   You show 
them how much you revere the money and the buildings associated 

with religion…and then they become just like you. 
 

 

http://www.kathleendalton.com/


“Go!!!!” 
A Verse-by-Verse Study of the Book of Matthew 

www.kathleendalton.com 
 

 

 

 

 

5. :23-24  Warning:  “You are teaching people to tithe, but not to show 

justice and mercy.”  You insist on people giving money to the temple, 
but the things that really count you just ignore. 

 
 

6. :25-28  Warning:  “You appear righteous on the outside, but inside 
you are not.”  The inside is what God sees.  That’s the only part of you 

that counts.  If the inside is clean, the outside will follow. 
 

 
7. :29-36  Warning:  “You say that if you had lived ‘in the day’, you 

would have revered the prophets instead of killing them….but that is a 

lie.   Your very lifestyle today proves that you would have treated the 
prophets of old the very same way your fathers did.”  You bear your 

father’s guilt because you are the same as them. 
 

As I have read over these warnings, two (2) things have impressed 
themselves on me: 

 We are no different today than they were then.  Either we ourselves, 
or at least some religious leaders we know are doing these very same 

things.  We need to be aware of this and be on the lookout.  This kind 
of religious leader is dangerous. 
 

 God sees us all for what we are…and loves us anyway.  (see verse 37 

below).  Even though we should be aware of how wicked some 
religious rulers may be, we should also love them.  And what does love 

look like?  Tell them!  Let them know their façade is not working.  
That’s what Jesus did. 

Matthew 23:37-39 
37 “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets and stones those 
who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, as 

a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing! 38 See! 
Your house is left to you desolate; 39 for I say to you, you shall see Me no 

more till you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the LORD!’ ” 
 

These dangerous, awful religious leaders were on their way to a huge 

surprise.  Their religious buildings and trappings were going to be soon 
destroyed.  Their religious power was going to vanish.  Their religious 
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position of being the ones who could introduce people to God was going to 

be gone.  In 70AD, about 40 years after Jesus spoke these warnings in 
Matthew 23, the Jewish temple in Jerusalem was destroyed.  The Jewish 

religious community was exiled.  The power and pomp of the priests, scribes 
and Pharisees was over.    

 
The Old Testament prophet Zechariah, whom the religious leaders of Jesus’ 

day said they revered (but they didn’t) saw a future day for Judaism, and 
wrote about it: 

 
“…and I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem the Spirit of grace and supplication; then they will look on Me 

whom they pierced.  Yes, they will mourn for Him as one mourns for his only 
son, and grieve for Him as one grieves for a firstborn.  In that day there 

shall be great mourning…”  Zechariah 12:10-11 
 

“In that day a fountain will be opened for the house of David and for the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem, for sin and for uncleanness”  Zechariah 13:1 

 
“Then the LORD will go forth and fight against those nations, as He fights in 

the day of battle.  And in that day His feet will stand on the Mount of Olvies, 
which faces Jerusalem on the east…..and in that day it shall be that living 

waters shall flow from Jerusalem, half of them toward the eastern sea and 
half of them toward the western sea…and the LORD shall be King over all the 

earth.  In that day it shall be –  “The LORD is one”  - and His name one.”  
Zechariah 12:3-9 

 

When Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, what were the Jewish 
people crying out?  Matthew 21:9  “Blessed is He who comes in the name of 

the LORD!”     
 

When Jesus returns at the end of the Last 7 Years to the Mount of Olives, 
what will the Jewish people be crying out?  Matthew 23:39  “Blessed is He 

who comes in the name of the LORD!”   
 

What will make the difference between these two events?  What was missing 
on Palm Sunday which will not be missing at His return to the Mount of 

Olives?  Repentance. 
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Religious Judaism will see Jesus again.  Some day in our future the 

prophecies of Zechariah 12 and 13 will come to pass.  And they see Him, 
they will fall to their knees in repentance….and then hope….because they will 

finally realize Who He is…Who He was…Who He will always be.   
 

Revelation 19:11-16  “Now I saw heaven opened and behold, a white horse.  
And He who sat on him was called Faithful and True, and in righteousness 

He judges and makes war.  His eyes were like a flame of faire, and on His 
head were many crowns.  He had a name written that no one knew except 

Himself.  He was clothed with a robe dipped in blood, and His name is called 
The Word of God.  And the armies in heaven, clothed in fine linen, white and 

clean, followed Him on white horses.  Now out of His mouth goes a sharp 

sword, that with it He should strike the nations.  And He Himself will rule 
them with a rod of iron.  He Himself treads the winepress of the fierceness 

and wrath of  Almighty God.  And He has on His robe and on his thigh a 
name written:   

 
KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS.” 

 
 

 
 

 
 

In Conclusion:  A Few summary questions: 
 

1.  Even though the scribes and Pharisees are corrupt, Jesus tells the 

people to listen to them.  Why? 
 

 
2. What are some other examples of this (listening to those in authority 

who obviously are not the best?)  in our lives today? 
 

 
3. Even though Jesus comes down hard on the religious leaders, how 

does He still feel about them? 
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4. When Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, what were the Jewish 

people crying out?   
 

5. When Jesus returns at the end of the Last 7 Years to the Mount of 
Olives, what will the Jewish people be crying out?   

 
6. What will make the difference between these two events?  What was 

missing on Palm Sunday which will not be missing at His return to the 
Mount of Olives?   
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