
CONDEMNATION & LAMENT 
from Matthew 23:13-39 

by Nick Wilson 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Illustration: From the pulpit I want to extend my 
congratulations to the new bride and groom. It was a privilege 
to be able to serve yesterday; and it was a joy to celebrate 
Ben and Hannah’s marriage as we reflected on the Greater 
Marriage in which every marriage will only ever be a shadow.  

2. Transition: And thinking about this made me hungry for 
heaven. Hungry for Christ’s return. However glorious 
yesterday was, its glory will pale in comparison to the 
marriage supper of the Lamb. What a great day that will be! 

But we musn’t forget that will also be a terrible day. Glorious 
for those who have been gathered by Jesus, but terrible for 
those who have stood in opposition to Him. 

As I introduced last week, this morning’s passage is the 
second (of a two-part) climax in which Jesus publicly 
denounces the religious leaders who set themselves against 
God while presuming to be ambassadors for God  

This morning, through a series of seven ‘woes’, Jesus is calling 
us to examine our hearts and them to Him. Indeed... 

3. Proposition: Because Jesus Christ is our risen King and 
coming Judge, examine your heart and entrust it fully to His 
saving and sending arms. 

THE NATURE AND CONSEQUENCE OF THE PHARISEES’ 
FAILURE 

THE NATURE OF THEIR FAILURE 

[Chiasm of the 7 Woes] *no verse 14 

1. They failed to discern the thrust of Scripture (vv. 23-24) 

This really gets at the heart of the issue for the scribes and 
Pharisees: It’s not that everything they did was wrong; 
These Pharisees were so careful, they even tithed garden 
herbs! And yet even in their most careful attempts to fulfill 
some of the Law, they failed. Again, not because the right 
things they were doing were wrong, but because their 
fixation on the minors caused them to miss the majors.  

Their failure to discern the true thrust of the Scriptures 
meant that they missed the most important aspects (“the 
weighter provisions”) of the Mosaic Law. They majored on 
the minors and minored on the majors. Or as Jesus put it: 
they strained out a fly, but swallowed a camel (both of 
which were unclean animals). 

If anyone should be able to strain out a camel, if anyone 
should be able to understand justice, mercy, and 
faithfulness, you’d think it would be the people who tithe 
from their personal gardens! 

And yet, they didn’t. They totally missed the thrust of the 
Scriptures. Do you see what a tragic irony this is? 

What’s more: I don’t think they ever saw how hypocritical 
they were being. I’m pretty sure they were totally 
convinced that they really understood God’s Word – well 
enough to presume to sit on the seat of Moses. 



That’s a pretty sobering thought. Pharisaical hypocrisy 
didn’t necessarily come from a mind set on deception, but 
from a deceived mind. 

We need to get God’s Word right. We need to be a 
people who major on the majors and minor on the minors. 
Our feet need to be firmly planted on the gospel of Christ, 
otherwise we are liable to fall into the same ditch of 
hypocrisy as the Pharisees. 

Having fallen into this hypocritical ditch, the Pharisees not 
only misunderstood Scripture, they also misused it as well. 

2. They misused Scripture (vv. 16-22; 25-26) 

Swearing by the temple [vv. 16-22] - without getting too 
bogged down by the details, it’s important to note that 
Jesus’ main point here is very simple: tell the truth. 

Scholars believe that during Jesus’ day, Pharisees had 
tried to combat common abuses of oath-taking by 
differentiating between which elements of the temple 
were binding and which were not (i.e. temple/gold; 
alter/offering).1 This formal designation of binding and 
non-binding temple elements lead to deceptive 
oath-taking and actually encouraged lying. 

“All oaths are binding. All vows should be fulfilled. Tell the 
truth! Pharisees, you think you’re helping clear the air 
about oaths - you’re not! You’re blind because you fail to 
see what’s important in Scripture and so you misuse the 
Scriptures you misunderstand” 

1
 D. A. Carson, “Matthew”, in TECNT, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 

p 479. 

Unclean dishes [vv. 25-26] - Their misuse of Scripture is 
also evident in verses 25-26, albeit metaphorically. These 
verses aren’t about the ceremonial cleanliness of dishware, 
but about the moral cleanliness of the soul. 

The Pharisee’s misunderstanding and subsequent misuse 
of Scripture may have led them to carefully observe 
external rituals, but it also led them into moral bankruptcy. 
Were there provisions for ceremonial cleansing in the 
Mosaic Law? Of course. Could these provisions somehow 
cleanse or offset their inward sin? Certainly not. 

The Pharisees misunderstood Scripture which resulted in 
their misuse of Scripture. Which in turn led to the harming 
of those in their care.   

3. They were superficially zealous, but did more harm than 
good (v. 15, 27-28)  

Proselytes of hell [v. 15] - Contrary to Jewish teaching 
today, winning converts (i.e. proselytizing) was likely a key 
feature of Judaism in Jesus’ day. Whether they were 
winning pagans, gentile sympathizers, or even other Jews 
to their position, the Pharisees in this time made fairly 
zealous missionaries. And notice that Jesus does not 
correct them for their proselytizing behavior, but what 
became of those who were won over by the Pharisees: 
they became twice as much sons of hell. 

Why? Because the trajectory of Pharisaical, man-made 
religion leads away from the true religion of Jesus Christ. 
The more you add to God’s Word, as the Pharisees did, 
the further away you end up from God. 



The Pharisees were zealous, yes. But their zeal didn’t help 
others live God-ward lives of obedience, it prevented 
them from receiving God’s Word written – and God’s 
Word Incarnate. 

White-washed tombs [vv. 27-28] - Something I learned this 
week is that whitewash was used, not as an 
ornamentation, but as a warning sign. As pilgrims would 
make their way up to Jerusalem every year for Passover, it 
was important that the travelers maintain their ritual purity 
so they could partake in the holiday’s ceremonies.  

Whitewash served a critical purpose to warn passers by 
that unclean burial sites were ahead so they could be 
avoided. 

In effect, Jesus is condemning the Pharisees by comparing 
them with tombs whose showy appearance should be 
regarded, not as a sign of righteousness, but as a warning.  

Emulating Pharisaical zeal won't lead to piety; it only leads 
to uncleanliness – and is ultimately disqualifying for God’s 
people. 

In this way too, the Pharisees were superficially zealous, 
but did more harm than good. 

4. They failed to recognize those sent from God (v. 13, 29-32) 

If misunderstanding the thrust of God’s Word represents 
the heart of Pharisaical failure, not recognizing those sent 
from God represents the pinnacle of Pharisaical failure. 

At first glance, verse 13 doesn’t look like a verse about the 
Pharisees’ failure to recognize those sent from God, but 
remember what it means to “shut off” and “ender into” 

the kingdom of heaven according to the Parable of the 
Two Sons (Mt. 21:28-32). 

One son played lip service to the father’s instruction, but 
didn’t end up following through. The other initially 
refused, but ultimately responded positively, obeying the 
father’s command. Which did the father’s will? The son 
that followed through. 

Then Jesus says: [read vv. 31b-32]. Do you hear the 
similarity? Jesus is saying the same thing here as he is in 
23:13. The religious leaders did not believe John and his 
message (the same message as Jesus). Consequently, they 
do not enter into the kingdom. The Pharisees’ opposition 
to Christ and his forerunner (John) effectively shuts off the 
messianic kingdom from their disciples. 

They keep others from entering, and themselves do not 
enter, the messianic kingdom because they fail to 
recognize those who have been sent by God. 

Verses 29-32 follow a similar vein. [Read]. The Pharisees 
honor dead prophets as heros by decorating their tombs; 
but they are self-deceived, believing that they are more 
righteous than the ones who put them in the very graves 
they decorate. 

Jesus doesn’t mince words here: “you are sons of those 
who murdered the prophets” – and not just in the physical 
sense. You not only share in the genetics of your 
murderous forefathers; you will surely share in the 
murderous legacy of your forefathers as well. 

Verse 32 is both defiant and a tad sarcastic. “Make your 
bed and lie in it.” DA Carson writes, “God can only 



tolerate so much sin; when the measure is ‘full’, he must 
respond with wrath” (cf. Gen. 15:16; 1 Thess. 2:14-16).2 

The Pharisees have failed in catastrophic ways; and Jesus 
responds to these failures by condemning them for (1) not 
discerning the thrust of Scripture, (2) misusing Scripture, 
(3) doing harm by their superficial zeal, and (4) not 
recognizing those sent from God. 

THE CONSEQUENCE OF THEIR FAILURE 

In the remaining verses of chapter 23, Jesus’ condemnation 
reaches its apex as he announces the severe consequence of the 
Pharisees’ failure. [Read vv.33-39].  

1. The filling up their guilt (vv. 33-36) 

Though they go to great lengths to maintain an external 
righteousness, these murderous whitewashed tombs are 
actually descendants of the Ancient Serpent, in whose fate 
they will also share. 

Pharisaical hypocrisy and rebellion is nothing new. It’s an 
ancient foe that looks righteous on the outside, but in 
reality stands opposed to the things of God and the 
people of God. 

And this is why the Lord sends you and me onto the 
mission field – in order to be scourged, and killed, and 
persecuted. Will you go? 

Missions is dangerous, but its end is glorious. It’s glorious 
because by it we see people from every tribe and tongue 

2
 Ibid, p. 484. 

and language enter into the messianic kingdom by grace 
through faith in the risen King.  

But missions is also glorious because gospel proclamation 
condemns those destined for destruction.  

We never know who is destined to embrace or oppose the 
Messiah and His kingdom people, but we do know that 
there is purpose in every persecution. Purpose in 
sustaining those who experience it; and purpose in filling 
up almighty wrath against those who persecute God’s 
elect. 

This is a hard saying. But I cannot make sense of this text 
in any other way. 

As a result of their failures, the religious leaders are filling 
up guilt for themselves for judgement day. 

Unfortunately, their actions are not theirs only, but are 
representative of the nation of Israel as a whole, over 
which Jesus laments in verses 37-39.  

2. The desolation of Jerusalem/temple/Israel (vv. 37-39) 

Jesus’ focus broadens to the whole of Jerusalem, which 
here is representative of the nation as a whole. 

Can you hear the anguish and love in Jesus’ words? “How 
often I wanted to gather your children together… and you 
were unwilling.” No mere prophet can say those words. 

Israel’s hard-heartedness and rebellion has led Jesus to 
consign the nation and her temple to desolation and 
destruction.  



Though verse 39 seems a bit confusing, the phrase “from 
now...until” is connected later with the eschaton. In effect, 
Jesus is saying (1) that his handing over of Jerusalem to 
destruction will be in conjunction with his earthly 
departure and (2) that he’s coming back, and when he 
does, all will acknowledge him. 

Which brings us back full circle. Jesus, the risen King is 
coming back. And when he does, the humble will be 
exalted and the exalted will be brought low. 

When he returns, all will surely acknowledge his 
appearing, but not all will rejoice in it. For some (for those 
whom Jesus has gathered), Jesus’ returning will be 
glorious. For others it will be absolutely horrifying. 

Which will it be for you? 

Jesus Christ is our risen King and coming Judge, examine 
your heart and entrust it fully to His saving and sending 
arms. 

 

   

COMMUNION 

This morning we look forward to the return of the risen 
King and the marriage supper of the Lamb by looking 
backward. 

The apostle Paul admonishes us not to take of the bread 
and cup in an unworthy manner. So I want to take a 
moment before we partake to quiet and examine our 
hearts. 

23 For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to 
you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was 
betrayed took bread, 

 24 and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, 
“This is my body, which is for you. Do this in remembrance 
of me.”  

25 In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, 
saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do 
this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”  

26 For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, 
you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. 

[Pray]   



Chiasm of the 7 Woes in Matt. 23:13-32 

adapted from D.A. Carson 

A They failed to recognize those sent from God (v. 13) 

B They were superficially zealous, but did more harm than 
good (v. 15) 

C They misused Scripture (vv. 16-22) 

D They failed to discern the thrust of Scripture (vv. 
23-24) 

C’ They misused Scripture (vv. 25-26) 

B’ They were superficially zealous, but did more harm than 
good (v. 27-28) 

A’ They failed to recognize those sent from God (v.29-32) 


