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Matthew 23

Given at Beth Messiah

12 January 2002

Sydney 

Look out!

"Woe to you"
For those who are with us for the first time today, we have been studying Matthew, the book by the former tax collector, now follower of Y'shua. Each week we take a section or sections of the book and see if it has anything to say to us, as 21st century people  (Extra endnotes following the Scripture for those online)

I told you last week that I was uncomfortable with the section of Bible we would read today. And I still am. Last Sunday I wrote this sermon and have thought about how to be in the right attitude all week. It's rather like being an actor in a stage play or a film. You've read the book, and you know everyone else has read the book. Like the people going to see Harry Potter or like Patty and I did the other day, Lord of the Rings. If you've read the books, the Hobbit, the Fellowship of the Rings, or Harry Potter, or any great or even good and popular book that gets made into a popular movie, you know what I mean. Did the actor portray the character as you had imagined him in your mind?  And so today I'm on thin ice, knowing that you have read this section of Bible. I know you have your mind's eye focused on how Y'shua would have taught this section of 'woes' on His opponents. Will I portray it correctly? Will you leave the movie theater today singing the theme song or angry at the director and the producer? 

Today we speak about something even shakier than your perception of my interpretation of this section of Bible. We speak about Y'shua blasting some people to whom others looked with honor. He lays into the leadership of the Jewish people in a way that only a prophet could. Not some ordinary Tom, Dick or Shmuel. But a prophet. Can I speak in such a way that you get this? Let's try. First let's read the 7 Woes of Matthew 23, beginning at verse 1.

Now his warning and denunciations are public. This is new, as he lately has been speaking to either his followers or to the leadership. Matthew mentions both “crowds” and “disciples” because he sees that the essential thrust of Y'shua's warnings is to compel people to follow either him, the Messiah as defined in 22:41-46, or the religious leaders. And those who do the latter will share their leaders’ condemnation.

His opponents spoke as from the chair of Moses, ex cathedra, as we say; and as far as they really filled his seat, and followed his sayings, their words were to be obeyed. Our Savior could not have intended the people to heed their false comments and foolish glosses upon the Law of Moses; for he had already declared that by their traditions they had transgressed the commandment of God, and made it of none effect. So what does He mean by this 'obey, but don't do"?

2-3 The “teachers of the law,” most of whom were Pharisees in Matthew’s time, were primarily responsible for teaching. They “sit in Moses’ seat.” Ancient synagogues had a stone seat at the front where the authoritative teacher sat. Moreover, “to sit on X’s seat” often means “to succeed X” (1Ki 1:35, 46; 2Ki 15:12; Ps 132:12). This would imply that the “teachers of the law” were Moses’ legal successors, possessing all his authority. You will find this in the beginning of the Pirkei Avot, often read at home and in synagogue today, " Moses received the Torah from Sinai, He transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the Elders, and they to the prophets, who transmitted it to the men of the Great Assembly. The men of the Great Assembly established three principles:…"  Y'shua here asserts they had astounding authority in all they taught, even if they did not live up to it. His words in vv.2-3a are an instance of biting irony, bordering on sarcasm. He is implying that the Jewish religious leaders have presumed to sit in Moses’ seat. He therefore warns the crowds and his disciples in the sharpest way possible.
This is clarified as follows. but do not do according to their deeds;. Sad isn't it, the state of that religious teacher of whom the Searcher of hearts has to say, “Do as he says, and not as he does.” Many such are with us still, preaching one thing, and practicing another. May the Lord preserve the people from following their evil example!

In other words, when the rabbis spoke as if Moses spoke, when they taught as Y'shua had clarified, then of course, obey them. Don't repel them out of hand. Similarly Paul taught later, "test everything. Hold fast to what is good" (1 Thes. 5).

Concerning the weighty vs. the light, how different was Messiah's teaching: “Come unto me, all you that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest!” Taking their burdens of sin and sorrow and care upon his own shoulders, he exchanges them for his easy yoke, which itself gives rest to all who wear it.
“They make broad their phylacteries, and enlarge the borders of their garments.” The tefilin include four passages from the Law, Exodus 3:3-10, 11-16; Deuteronomy 6:4-9, 11:13-21, all written on strips of parchment, and worn on the forehead and arm as amulets, or preservatives. The scribes and Pharisees made these especially prominent, yet all the while the Word of the Lord was not hidden in their hearts, nor obeyed in their lives.

Similarly as we wear the tallis here, the Lord commanded the children of Israel to make fringes in the borders of their garments. On the fringe a thread of blue, was to be worn, that they might look upon it, and remember all the commandments of the Lord. This was to produce the effect of our doing them (Numbers 15:38, 39). These ritualists of our Savior’s day were very scrupulous about having deep fringes or large tassels to their garments; but they remembered not the commandments of the Lord to do them.

Y'shua next put together four things that the scribes and Pharisees loved: “the uppermost rooms at feasts, and the chief seats in the synagogues, and greetings in the markets, and to be called of men, Rabbi, Rabbi.” Whether they met with their fellow men for feasting, for worship, for business, or for instruction, they loved to be first and foremost. This is a common sin, and one into which we may easily fall. Our Lord felt it necessary to warn even his disciples against that evil, for his next words were evidently spoken specially to them.
Not called rabbi/ father/ teacher… " 
Verse 9 moves from “Rabbi” or “Teacher” to “Father.” “The fathers” became a common way of referring to earlier teachers of the law, especially the great masters. This practice may have stretched back to the days of the prophets (cf 2Kings 2:12 And Elisha saw it and cried out,  “My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and its horsemen!” And he saw him no more. Then he took hold of his own clothes and tore them in two pieces."). The only one they should call “Father” is God himself. Y'shua thus concludes this section by declaring that he himself is the only one qualified to sit in Moses’ seat—to succeed him as authoritative Teacher of God’s will and mind. We may conclude from this, that the risen Christ is as displeased with those in his church who demand unquestioning submission to themselves and their opinions and confuse a reputation for showy piety with godly surrender to their teachings as he ever was with any Pharisee. 
Remember the words of Handel's Messiah, "every mountain and hill brought low, every valley shall be exalted"? These words of Isaiah the prophet were repeated in the Gospel of Matthew at the time of the introduction of John the Baptizer. His ministry would be to flatten the proud and raise up the lowly. 11-12 The substance of v. 11 is in 20:26: Matthew often repeats Y'shua's statements on humility. For instances of exalting oneself (20:20-28; of humbling oneself, 18:4.) The principle enunciated here reflects not natural law but kingdom law: the eschatological reward will humble the self-exalted and exalt the self-humbled (Eze 21:26). What is commended are humility and service. The supreme example—the Messiah himself—makes this clear (20:26-28); for his astonishing humility and service to others were untainted by servility and were perfectly compatible with exercising the highest authority. Having done the greatest service, he has been most highly exalted.

Jesus now begins his seven woes against the Jewish leaders. They fit into a neat chiastic pattern: Let me draw it for you. [hand out chart][online folks, it's (hopefully) at the end…not sure how 'pictures' in text work on yahoogroups.]

A: First woe (v. 13): failing to recognize Jesus as the Messiah

  B: Second woe (v. 15): superficially zealous, yet doing more harm than good. This includes verse 14 (most use this as the 2nd of 8 woes, but since it's not in the oldest manuscripts, we will leave it together with woe #3, if you will)

      C: Third woe (vv. 16-22): misguided use of the Scripture

           D: Fourth woe (vv. 23-24): fundamental failure to discern the thrust of Scripture

      C´: Fifth woe (vv. 25-26): misguided use of the Scripture

   B´: Sixth woe (vv. 27-28): superficially zealous, yet doing more harm than good

A´: Seventh woe (vv. 29-32): heirs of those who failed to recognize the prophets
13 A “woe” (lit:  transliterated 'woe') can be a compassionate “alas!” (24:19), a strong condemnation (11:21), or a combination of the two (18:17; 26:24). In this chapter condemnation predominates; but it is neither vindictive nor spiteful so much as judicial. Y'shua the Messiah pronounces judgment. And it is judgment mixed with compassion as we will see at the end.
The first woe assumes that the messianic reign (“the kingdom of heaven") has begun. Therefore if the Pharisees are shutting up the kingdom, it means they have rejected the Messiah. That's the point of the last two chapters we studied. More blessed is the one son who says "no" and does the will of God, than the son who says outwardly "yes" and disregards Him.  Similarly we saw last week that the leaders were antagonistic, testing Y'shua publicly. And he succeeded in showing both who He was and who they were in their antagonism to Him. Y'shua is blasting the Pharisees for outward agreement with God, but rejecting His Messiah. And preventing others from finding Him as well. What strict judgment awaits the rabbis today who willfully reject Messiah Jesus and who prevent others, whether as recently happened in Capetown or has happened in New York City or Jerusalem, and right here in Sydney from finding Y'shua. May God help them in the judgment.

15 Many Jewish people today say that Jews don't proselytize. Ha! The very word is a Greek word translated here as 'convert', but always meant a convert to Judaism. 

Many scholars have convincingly argued that the first century C.E. until the Fall of Jerusalem marks the most remarkable period of Jewish missionary zeal and corresponding success. Even in the Christian mission, no one seems to have opposed Paul’s or anyone else’s outreach to Gentiles: rather, what was disputed was the basis of admitting them to the people of God.


How much of the Pharisees’ activity was aimed at converting to their views those who had already become loose adherents of Judaism, we cannot know for certain. But whether they were winning raw pagans or sympathizers of Judaism, they were winning them to their own position. The converts in view, therefore, are not converts to Judaism but to Pharisaism.  


Jesus did not criticize the fact of the Pharisees’ extensive missionary effort but its results: the “converts” became twice as much a “son of hell” as the scribes and Pharisees who won them. That is, their converts “out-Phariseed” the Pharisees. Psychologically this is entirely possible, as every teacher of converts knows. As for these converts, the Pharisees’ teaching locked them into a theological frame that left no room for Jesus the Messiah and therefore no possibility of entering the messianic kingdom.

16-22 While it may be true that the rabbis fought the abuses of oaths and vows among the unlearned masses, the way they fought them was by differentiating between what was binding and what was not. In that sense, wittingly or unwittingly they encouraged evasive oaths and therefore lying. Jesus cut through these complexities by insisting that people must tell the truth. He charges the teachers of the law and the Pharisees with mishandling the Scriptures they claimed to defend. 

Remember we covered this " Neither should thou swear by thy head," Y'shua had taught about swearing by nothing at all, not by Jerusalem or by the hairs of your head. Etc. Consider the 'eruv' the legal wrapping around a city or village by the clever use of wires and cables, fences and houses. By this legalese the rabbis constructed not only a 'house' for everyone in the village, but also a system of cleverly outwitting God who surely is bound to their binding system. 
As to neglecting the “more important matters of the law” (cf. 22:34-40)—justice, mercy, and faithfulness—is to strain out a gnat but swallow a camel, both unclean creatures. 


Several points deserve notice. (1) The “more important” matters do not refer to the “more difficult” but to the “more central” or “more decisive” matters versus “peripheral” ones. (2) In essence Y'shua accuses the teachers of the law and the Pharisees of a massive distortion of God’s will as revealed in Scripture. At a fundamental level, they fail to focus on the thrust of Scripture (cf. 9:9-13; 12:1-14). (3) The chiastic structure of the “woes” centers on this fourth one, where the basic failure of the Pharisaic teachers is laid bare. Messiah holds readers of the OT responsible for discerning its purpose and recognizing its most important emphases.
27-28 During the month of Adar, just before Passover, it was customary to whitewash with lime graves or gravesites that might not be instantly identified as such, in order to warn pilgrims to avoid ritual uncleanness from contact with corpses and so prevent participation in the Passover. But in that case whitewashed tombs would not have been objects of beauty but of disgust: they were places to be shunned. Why does Y'shua, then, call them “beautiful”? Most likely the graves were beautiful because of their structure, not their whitewash. Thus Y'shua's mention of whitewashing is a further thrust at the Pharisees’ distinctive preoccupation with avoiding ritual defilement. They are sources of uncleanness just as much as the whitewashed graves are.


In the context of ch. 23, the point our Savior is making is not that the scribes and Pharisees were deliberate and self-conscious hypocrites, but that in their scrupulous regulations they appeared magnificently virtuous but were actually contaminating the people. The supreme irony is that their preoccupation with their law left them steeped in “wickedness.”
29-30 By erecting monuments the religious leaders thought themselves morally and spiritually above their forebears who had persecuted the prophets whose monuments they were building. They believed that they would not have joined their ancestors in murdering the prophets—just as many Christians today naively think they would have responded better to Jesus than the disciples or than the crowds that cried, “Crucify him!”  [This happens each year on Palm Sunday in some churches as the Passion is re-enacted so that the crowd is the congregation]

31 In effect, Messiah said to them, “You confess that you are the sons of the murderers of the prophets. That admission carries with it far more than you imagine. You are their sons, not only by birth, but also by resemblance; you are veritable children of those who killed the prophets. If you had lived in their day you would have committed the crimes you pretend to condemn.”

32 The conclusion is defiant and ironical. The idea behind “the measure of the sin” is that God can only tolerate so much sin; then, when the measure is “filled up” (pleœrooœ pleroo: complete (often used with reference to the fulfillment of the OT Scriptures) he must respond in wrath (Ge 15:16; 1Th 2:14-16). I believe this is a play on words, the idea of fulfillment of prophecy so often used by Matthew/Y'shua, and now the fulfillment of the end, that is the filling up of the iniquity, even as we saw in Genesis with Sodom and Gomorrah. A good surgeon cuts deep; so did Jesus. Our modern preachers would not talk like this, even to scribes and Pharisees who were crucifying Christ afresh, and putting him to an open shame. He is not the most loving who speaks the smoothest words; true love often compels an honest man to say that which pains him far more than it affects his callous hearers.

Think of two petrol tanks. One where we watch the growing fulfillment of Messianic prophecy, where Y'shua is filling the tank full, with each prophecy adding petrol to it. The other is the wrath of God as the sins of rejecting Y'shua are filling up the other one. These two tanks are being held in opposition and will both come to fulfillment soon at the crucifixion.

35-36 The very messengers who were beaten and killed for calling the people to repentance in the mystery of providence fill up the measure of the people’s sins (v. 32)—namely, shedding righteous blood of God’s emissaries from Abel to Zechariah (see comment on Lk 12:51).  But before we allow this judgment chapter to stand alone, Matthew links the compassion of the weeping to mix with the woes. That is, his crying over Jerusalem is the proper way to understand his possible contempt. He doesn't pronounce 'woes' without the prayerful weeping over the City. God really cares. 

The effect of this laments is twofold. First, it tinges all the preceding woes with compassion. There is a change of number from Jerusalem to people of Jerusalem: “you [sing.] who kill . . . sent to you [sing.] . . . your [sing.] children . . . your [pl.] house . . . you [pl.] will not see.” The effect is to move from the abstraction of the city to the concrete reality of people. Jesus’ woes in ch. 23 therefore go far beyond personal frustrations; they are divine judgments that, though wrathful, never call in question the reality of divine love.


Second, the Christological implications are unavoidable, for Jesus, identifying himself with God, claims to be the one who has longed to gather and protect this rebellious nation. Phrased in such terms, Jesus’ longing can only belong to Israel’s Savior, not to one of her prophets.

37 Verses 37-39 preserve Jesus’ last recorded public words to Israel. Jerusalem, the city of David, the city where God revealed himself in his temple, had become known as the city that killed the prophets and stoned those sent to her. Throughout his earthly ministry, Jesus longed to gather and shelter Jerusalem (by metonymy, all Jews) as a hen gathers her chicks (cf. Dt 32:11; Ps 91:4); for despite the woes, Jesus, like the “Sovereign LORD” [in Eze 18:32,] took “no pleasure in the death of anyone.” The Son of David has come to the City of David. What will we do with Him?

38 [This verse may allude to both Jer 12:7 and 22:5.] “Your house" in this context could refer to Jerusalem, to Israel, or to the temple in whose precincts Jesus was preaching (21:23; 24:1) and whose destruction was about to be predicted (24:2). Actually, all three are closely allied and rise and fall together. The “house” is left desolate either by God (as in Jer 12:7) or by Messiah Y'shua, who is “Immanuel,” “God with us” (1:23).

39 Here finally Y'shua refers to his Parousia, his Second Coming. When he returns, all will acknowledge him as Lord in the future consummation. The context strongly implies that the Parousia spells judgment (cf. 24:30-31; Php 2:9-11; Rev 1:7); but the quotation of Ps 118:26 here keeps open the way Jesus will be received—as a consuming Judge or a welcomed King. Y'shua turns away, leaves the temple (24:1), and will not be seen again till the End. How he is perceived by the multitudes or by the disciples or by the Pharisees… that's what the reader is left to decide.

And that's the bottom line for you today. Who do you say Jesus is? Is he the messiah? Is he just a rowdy for whom the rejection and the punishment in the crucifixion is warranted? Will you say, Baruch haba b'shem adonai? What do you say?
Invitation

So… let me ask you. Have you met the Messiah Y'shua?  Have you received His forgiveness and grace? He is after all, th Son of David and Son of God? Would you like to today? If so, pray this prayer and receive His love and grace. Father, forgive me in the name of Y’shua for all my sins. He was the Savior and the fulfillment of all prophecies about Messiah. He is the one and the only one who can save me from my selfishness, from my sin. I acknowledge Y’shua as that one who wants to free me, and who alone can free me. I repent of my sin and accept Y’shua as my deliverer. By faith I am now born again by the Holy Spirit. Amen.

If you prayed that prayer, please talk to me after the service is over, so we can talk about growing in this knowledge and this relationship with God.

For online folks only

For those reading this sermon online and who have just prayed that prayer; please email me straightaway so we can ‘talk.’ Also online folks, you get two extra features that the ones listening don’t get. One, the references in parentheses are not usually cited verbally. Hence you can do further study more slowly. Second if you don’t have this Bible handy…here’s the actual text from New American Standard Bible (the one I like to use)

Words in [brackets] are usually for reference and not read aloud. 

You do have a disadvantage by reading and not attending, as often in the sermon I will add thoughts of Spirit-led information that seem to rise from the kishkes for the people present. I suppose someone could tape the sermons and fill in with those additions to (and sometimes subtractions from) the text, but that’s a noble work to which no one has offered himself and I doubt I would even do so myself. In the meantime, you have what is generally accurate. It’s the Torah without the Talmud, if you know what I mean. Enjoy! 
Matt. 23:1 ¶ Then Jesus spoke to the multitudes and to His disciples, 

Matt. 23:2 saying,  “The scribes and the Pharisees have seated themselves in the chair of Moses; 

Matt. 23:3 therefore all that they tell you, do and observe, but do not do according to their deeds; for they say things, and do not do them. 

Matt. 23:4  “And they tie up heavy loads, and lay them on men’s shoulders; but they themselves are unwilling to move them with so much as a finger. 

Matt. 23:5  “But they do all their deeds to be noticed by men; for they broaden their phylacteries, and lengthen the tassels of their garments. 

Matt. 23:6  “And they love the place of honor at banquets, and the chief seats in the synagogues, 

Matt. 23:7 and respectful greetings in the market places, and being called by men, Rabbi. 

Matt. 23:8  “But do not be called Rabbi; for One is your Teacher, and you are all brothers. 

Matt. 23:9  “And do not call anyone on earth your father; for One is your Father, He who is in heaven. 

Matt. 23:10  “And do not be called leaders; for One is your Leader, that is, Christ. 

Matt. 23:11  “But the greatest among you shall be your servant. 

Matt. 23:12  “And whoever exalts himself shall be humbled; and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted. 

Matt. 23:13 ¶  “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you shut off the kingdom of heaven from men; for you do not enter in yourselves, nor do you allow those who are entering to go in. 

Matt. 23:14 [“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you devour widows’ houses, even while for a pretense you make long prayers; therefore you shall receive greater condemnation.] 

Matt. 23:15 ¶  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you travel about on sea and land to make one proselyte; and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as yourselves. 

Matt. 23:16 ¶  “Woe to you, blind guides, who say,  ‘Whoever swears by the temple, that is nothing; but whoever swears by the gold of the temple, he is obligated.’ 

Matt. 23:17  “You fools and blind men; which is more important, the gold, or the temple that sanctified the gold? 

Matt. 23:18  “And,  ‘Whoever swears by the altar, that is nothing, but whoever swears by the offering upon it, he is obligated.’ 

Matt. 23:19  “You blind men, which is more important, the offering or the altar that sanctifies the offering? 

Matt. 23:20  “Therefore he who swears by the altar, swears both by the altar and by everything on it. 

Matt. 23:21  “And he who swears by the temple, swears both by the temple and by Him who dwells within it. 

Matt. 23:22  “And he who swears by heaven, swears both by the throne of God and by Him who sits upon it. 

Matt. 23:23 ¶  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things you should have done without neglecting the others. 

Matt. 23:24  “You blind guides, who strain out a gnat and swallow a camel! 

Matt. 23:25 ¶  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self-indulgence. 

Matt. 23:26  “You blind Pharisee, first clean the inside of the cup and of the dish, so that the outside of it may become clean also. 

Matt. 23:27 ¶  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside they are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness. 

Matt. 23:28  “Even so you too outwardly appear righteous to men, but inwardly you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness. 

Matt. 23:29 ¶  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets and adorn the monuments of the righteous, 

Matt. 23:30 and say,  ‘If we had been living in the days of our fathers, we would not have been partners with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.’ 

Matt. 23:31  “Consequently you bear witness against yourselves, that you are sons of those who murdered the prophets. 

Matt. 23:32  “Fill up then the measure of the guilt of your fathers. 

Matt. 23:33  “You serpents, you brood of vipers, how shall you escape the sentence of hell? 

Matt. 23:34  “Therefore, behold, I am sending you prophets and 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, 

Matt. 23:35 that upon you may fall the guilt of all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, the son of Berechiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar. 

Matt. 23:36  “Truly I say to you, all these things shall come upon this generation. 

Matt. 23:37 ¶  “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were unwilling. 

Matt. 23:38  “Behold, your house is being left to you desolate! 

Matt. 23:39  “For I say to you, from now on you shall not see Me until you say,  ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!’” 

Endnotes: The converts in view, therefore, are not converts to Judaism but to Pharisaism. They would travel extensively to make one “convert” (that's the Greek word "Proselyte")—a word used in the NT only here and in Ac 2:11; 6:5; 13:43 and one that at this time probably refers to those who had been circumcised and had pledged to submit to the full rigors of Jewish law, including the oral traditions of the Pharisees.

[image: image1..pict]34 Because of the Jewish leaders’ wicked reception of God’s messengers, more messengers (i.e., Christian missionaries; cf. 5:10-12; 9:37-38; 28:18-20) will “therefore” be sent; and they will be treated the same way. This will fill up the full measure of iniquity, and judgment will fall. Regarding the word “crucify” (GK G5090), perhaps we have an echo of 10:24-25: the servant is not above his master. If Jesus is to be crucified, his servants may expect the same.

Verse 35 anticipates 27:24-25. Pilate tries to evade responsibility for crucifying Jesus, and the Jews clamor for that same dreadful responsibility because of their skepticism about who Jesus is.
