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In the Sermon on Mount Jesus gave eight beatitudes, the blessings of God upon His people (Matt. 5:3-10). 
For three years He proclaimed the kingdom of God, touching lepers, healing the sick, restoring the broken, 
and forgiving the sins of all who came to Him. The scribes, priests, and Pharisees want none of it and would 
like it to stop. So now He pronounces eight woes which reveal why God’s judgement is upon them. We 
know Christ was angry when Pharisees resisted Him healing the man on the Sabbath with the withered 
hand (Mk. 3:5), and He probably was also angry when cleansing the temple. But these woes stunningly 
reveal with blunt force the righteous anger of the Savior who would weep over the city headed to judgment 
(Lk. 19:41).  He fights because He loves, and those who will not fight for something don’t really love it.  
 
A Litany of Sin 
The woes can be grouped into four parts: 1) Three woes upon the awful effects of false discipleship (vv. 
13-15); 2) Two woes against lacking any sense of proportion, majoring on minors (vv. 16-24); 3) Two woes 
for cleansing the outside while leaving the inside dead and defiled (vv. 25-28); 4) The final woe for being 
false fans of dead prophets while really being the sons of those who murdered them (vv. 29-36).  
 
Zeal Without Knowledge 
The first three woes reveal how much worse the world was due to the ministry of the scribes and Pharisees. 
Like medical doctors, spiritual teachers ought to follow Hippocrates, “First, do no harm.” These teachers 
hold gatekeeping positions and ought to welcome people into the kingdom of heaven. Instead, they 
neither go in themselves nor allow those are entering to go in (v. 13). Jesus says every scribe instructed in 
the kingdom of heaven is like a householder who brings out of his storehouse treasures new and old (Matt. 
13:52). The Pharisees can’t bring anything out and instead just make things hard, requiring all kinds of 
washings, rules, and rituals to be “holy.” This puts people off. There’s nothing wrong with instruction, 
classes, and theological training, but the bar to becoming a Christian is low—you must have the faith of a 
child (Matt. 18:3-4). In a healthy relationship increased knowledge is driven by love. Without it, the knower 
and the knowledge is nothing (1 Cor. 13:2). In one sense these teachers know a lot, but in truth they don’t 
know anything. God commanded the Israelites to do justice, care for, welcome, and invite widows to feasts 
(Deut. 27:19, 14:29, 16:11). The Pharisees instead devoured their houses while pretending to care with long 
prayers; great is their condemnation (v. 14). You can talk about the poor, but actions speak louder. Think 
of how drastic inflation impacts widows living on a fixed income. These false teachers are zealous 
missionaries, traveling over land and sea to make their converts twice the sons of hell that they are (v. 15). 
Sometimes missionary zeal is driven by hidden guilt, and the outcome speaks.  
  
Majoring on Minors 
Jesus identified the greatest commandment as loving God with all of your heart, soul, and strength, and 
the second like it to love your neighbors as yourself; the whole law rests on these (Matt. 22:37-40). The 
next two woes target the hypocrisy of majoring on minors. In the first, He calls these teachers blind guides 
(v. 16). They pose as tour guides, leading people through the sights of God’s law even though they can’t 
see. These guys argue over ways to take binding and non-binding oaths, saying if you swear by the temple, 
it’s nothing, but if you swear by the gold of the temple (likely the treasury), then you have to keep your 
word (v. 16). “Fools and blind!”, gentle Jesus points out, “For which is greater, the gold or the temple that 
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sanctifies the gold?” (v. 17). Similarly with the altar and the thing on it, they opt for the smaller thing (the 
offering) rather than the altar that sanctifies it (vv. 18-20). This inversion is not a mistake or due to an 
objectively disability. The whole thing is an exercise in lying by liars. You can’t swear by anything and 
pretend God doesn’t hear (vv. 21-22). The next woe condemns their scrupulous tithing from their spice 
rack while neglecting the weightier matters of the law, justice, mercy and faith (v. 23). Jesus does not say 
to skip tithing, but that they ought to have tithed while still doing the other things. Tithing carefully while 
neglecting mercy and just is like straining a gnat out of your beverage while ingesting a giant, unclean camel 
(v. 25). Jesus has spoken and lived the truth in front of them—He is the truth—and yet still they refuse to 
see, maintaining outrageous priorities. We live in times when cigarette smokers are treated like lepers while 
smoking pot is deemed urbane and cool. We have people writing policies against microaggressions while 
allowing if not endorsing people being attacked, canceled, and fired from their jobs. Our teachers’ union 
refuses to teach. Masks, social distancing, lockdowns, business and school closures all done in the name 
of safety and healthcare are far more harmful than COVID to the majority of people it poses virtually no 
risk to. Virtue signaling is the a public art, and we are reported to and governed by many, many Pharisees 
in and outside the church. You can tell because they don’t follow the rules they endorse and have no sense 
of proportion. Jesus isn’t reading tea leaves or speaking about secret behavior when describing the 
Pharisees. Everyone saw the Pharisees pray, take oaths, tithe, and parade about, much like over 100 million 
Americans watched the Super Bowl and numerous events where elites behave differently than they speak. 
 
Outside Instead of Inside 
The third group of woes address the hypocrisy of making the outside clean but leaving the inside filthy. 
Jesus accuses them of washing the outside of the cup and dish while leaving the inside full of greed and 
self-indulgence (v. 25). Instead, He says, clean the inside first that outside may also be clean (v. 26). The 
Bible never says “Cleanliness is next to godliness”, but cleanliness on the outside ought to come from 
cleanliness on the inside. We miss the massive cultural effects of the gospel, but indoor plumbing, sewage 
treatment, and not throwing trash in the streets all result from God’s command to take dominion over the 
earth, and our redemption in Christ that blesses us to put this into practice. Make your bed and clean your 
room because God made and cleansed your heart. But don’t be a Pharisee or one who raises Pharisees by 
insisting on cleaning up the outside without cleaning up inside first. At Passover graves in Jerusalem were 
washed in order to keep visitors from stepping on them and becoming ceremonially unclean. Jesus says 
the scribes and Pharisees are like those tombs. See how clean they are? Shiny white. Yet inside they’re 
unclean, full of dead bones. They appear righteous on the outside, but hypocrisy and lawlessness are 
untouched (vv. 27-28). The question is not whether we will have sin that comes from fallen hearts, but 
what we will do with it.  
 
Conclusion 
The gospel reveals the depth of our sin, our utter need for Christ, and the way to call on Him: “If we confess 
our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 Jn. 1:9). 
Jesus makes disciples out of Pharisees. Having zeal with knowledge, doing justice and mercy, being 
cleansed from the inside out come from confessing, worshiping, and walking with Him.  

 


