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Some Information As We Begin: 
  
• In Mt. 23:5-12 we read several things about the Pharisees and their way of thinking when it came to 

their place in Israel.    
• In vss. 13-24 Jesus stops referring to these pretenders as “they” and becomes very pointed at them, 

using the word “you.” The word “you” is used about 25x in vss. 13-24. 
• The phrase “woe is me” (vs. 13) in some Bibles translated “What sorrow awaits you”; “How horrible it 

will be for you”; or “How terrible for you.” 
• The word “woe” has the idea of a denunciation. Christ probably was also grieved over what was 

happening. 
• Vs. 14 is not found in many Greek MSS and is a footnote in the ESV but we do know that Jesus said 

these words in Mk. 12:40 and Lk. 20:47 so we will consider them as part of our study. 
  

Three Things About Religious Bullies 
  

They take advantage of people. 

• These pretenders, by their teachings, kept people from the God’s kingdom (vs. 13). People could find 
the kingdom if these leaders taught and lived the truth of God’s Word. 

• The pretenders took advantage of the widows and the poor and used them for their own gain (vs. 14). 
• Thought: Do we take advantage of people, sometimes using guilt to have them help us? Do we use 

them for our own spiritual gain? Do we act spiritual to people think we are close to God but in our 
heart we know we are not? 

  
They keep people from finding the truth. 

• Jesus is basically saying it would be better off for the Pharisees to leave people alone and let them find 
the truth from those who believe in the truth of Who God is instead of making people sift through 
what the Pharisees taught to find some nugget of truth. 

• The word “proselyte” was used to describe Gentile converts to Judaism. The Pharisees would look far 
and wide to make converts to their form of religion, but kept people from saving faith by what they 
taught. 

• These converts would give to the work of the Temple and fatten the coffers of the religious leaders. 
Often, when they were of no use for religious purposes, the pretenders pushed them aside. 

• Some Jewish writers considered proselytes “scabs of Israel”, and thus they were “converted” for 



 

financial gain. 
• Thought: Do we have the right motive for wanting people to have a relationship with Christ? Are we 

being a positive influence on others around us for the kingdom? 
  

They cannot be trusted. 

• The practice of phony promises seen in Vss. 16-22 was addressed by Jesus in Mt. 5:33-37. God expects 
people to keep their word. 

• These pretenders came up with elaborate ways to get out of keeping promises and fulfilling obligations. 
They used inanimate objects as witnesses to their vows. 

• The Temple was God’s place to the Jews, heaven is His throne and the altar is part of the Temple. It all 
belongs to God, so making ridiculous oaths with fancy words does not cut it with God. 

• Thought: Do we make up excuses to get out of doing what we said we would do? Do we make promises 
to others that we have no intention of keeping? Are we people of our word? 

  
** Three things that help us guard against these attitudes (vs. 23): 

  1) Practice justice. This has the idea of treating people right, being fair with everyone. Show grace, not 
favoritism. See people as God sees them. When we do this, it protects us from acting like a religious bully. 
  
  2) Practice mercy. Another word we can use is “kindness.” This means showing goodwill toward 
someone going through a hard time, or being an encouragement to others even in good times. When we 
see a need, we do our best to help in fixing it. If we cannot help ourselves, we can point to those who can. 
  
  3) Practice being faithful. The word as used in vs. 23 describes a person whose “character can be relied 
upon.” People can depend on us to do what we say. We keep our promises. See Titus 2:9-10 and Gal. 
5:22. 
  

 
Let others see Jesus in us by treating people fairly, helping  

others who may have needs and being people of character. 


