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Introduction 

The Gospels show that Jesus does not use one flat tone with everyone. His words change 
according to the spiritual condition of the hearer. When He addresses the Pharisees and 
Sadducees as public opponents—especially when they are resisting truth, misleading others, or 
tempting Him—His tone becomes judicial, exposing, and severe. When He speaks with an 
individual, especially one who is confused, needy, or honestly seeking, His tone is more 
personal, probing, and restorative. The difference is not softness versus truth; it is truth applied 
differently. Matthew 22:29-33; 23:13-39.  Biblical Exhortation gives the same truth that is 
needed, but it gives it in a way that is adjusted to the needs of the hearer.   Jesus, who knew the 
thoughts and intents of the heart, was able to discern what was needed in each situation.  We see 
consistently that Jesus is in control of each of these conversations to bring about the desired 
result.  Regardless of the response of the hearer, the truth is spoken with clarity and conviction.   

Jesus with the Pharisees: public rebuke and moral exposure 

In Matthew 23, Jesus is openly confrontational. He repeatedly says, “Woe unto you, 
scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” He calls them “blind guides,” “fools and blind,” and finally 
“Ye serpents, ye generation of vipers, how can ye escape the damnation of hell?” Jesus is not 
being conversational or using exploratory language. He is denouncing and condemning these 
men. He is not merely correcting a mistake; He is uncovering corruption, hypocrisy, and the 
danger they pose to others. Matthew 23:13-33  

Even here, however, the severity is not mere anger. The chapter ends with a lament: “O 
Jerusalem, Jerusalem… how often would I have gathered thy children together… and ye would 
not!” So His rebuke is severe, but it is also sorrowful. The tone is that of a Judge who still 
grieves over the refusal of the guilty. Matthew 23:37-39  God takes no joy in the condemnation 
of the wicked.   

Jesus with the Sadducees: sharp correction  

When speaking to the Sadducees, Jesus is still direct, but the tone is somewhat different 
from Matthew 23. He says, “Ye do err, not knowing the scriptures, nor the power of God.” That 
is a firm rebuke, but it is shorter and more doctrinal than the long series of woes against the 
Pharisees. He immediately answers their question from Scripture and demonstrates their error. 
His tone here is corrective and authoritative. Matthew 22:29-33 

 



 

This suggests an important distinction: Jesus’ harshest language appears when religious 
leaders are not only wrong, but hypocritical and obstructive. With the Sadducees in this scene, 
He exposes ignorance and unbelief, but He does so chiefly through argument and scriptural proof 
rather than through the repeated condemnations found in Matthew 23. Matthew 22:29-33  
Matthew 23:13-39 

Jesus with Nicodemus: personal, patient, instructional 

Nicodemus is himself a Pharisee, yet Jesus’ tone with him is strikingly different from 
Matthew 23. He says, “Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see 
the kingdom of God,” and later, “Marvel not that I said unto thee, Ye must be born again.” This 
is searching language, but it is not denunciatory. Jesus teaches, explains, illustrates, and unfolds 
truth step by step. John 3:1-8  

Jesus rebukes Nicodemus gently—“Art thou a (The) master of Israel, and knowest not 
these things?”—but even that question belongs to a teaching conversation, not a public 
condemnation. Jesus is seeking to point out that Nicodemus and Israel are not capable of what 
the Spirit only can do.  The discussion moves toward revelation, grace, and salvation: “For God 
so loved the world…” That is a very different atmosphere from “Woe unto you… hypocrites!” 
The individual seeker receives explanation; the hardened public hypocrite receives exposure. 
John 3:9-17 Matthew 23:13-33  

Jesus with the woman of Samaria: invitational and revelatory 

In John 4, Jesus begins with the simple request, “Give me to drink.” He draws the woman 
into conversation rather than crushing her with accusation. He then leads her from curiosity to 
conviction by saying, “If thou knewest the gift of God…” and “whosoever drinketh of the water 
that I shall give him shall never thirst.” The tone is relational and invitational. John 4:7-14 When 
He addresses her sin, He does so truthfully but without public shaming: “Thou hast well said… 
For thou hast had five husbands.” He neither ignores the sin nor weaponizes it. Instead, He uses 
the disclosure to bring her to spiritual recognition, and ultimately to self-revelation: “I that speak 
unto thee am he.” The tone is probing, but also redemptive. John 4:16-26  

Jesus with the rich young ruler: loving but uncompromising 

Mark makes Jesus’ tone explicit: “Then Jesus beholding him loved him, and said unto 
him, One thing thou lackest…” This is one of the clearest statements in the Gospels that Christ 
can speak a hard word in a loving tone. He does not flatter the man, but neither does He blast 
him as a hypocrite. He pinpoints the precise idol in his life and calls him to surrender. Mark 
10:17-21 This shows that the contrast is not between harshness and kindness in a sentimental 
sense. Jesus can be tender and still demand everything. The difference is that with the individual, 



 

His firmness is tailored to rescue; with the false leaders, His severity is aimed at unveiling and 
judging hypocrisy. Mark 10:21-22 Matthew 23:13-33  

Jesus with the woman taken in adultery: protective, merciful, and morally clear 

In John 8, Jesus first deals with the accusers, then turns to the woman herself. To the 
accusers He says, “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.” But when 
they leave, His tone to the woman becomes deeply personal: “Woman, where are those thine 
accusers? hath no man condemned thee?” and then, “Neither do I condemn thee: go, and sin no 
more.” John 8:7-11  

That combination is important. He is neither indulgent nor cruel. He protects her from 
self-righteous abuse, yet He still names sin and commands repentance. The tone is merciful 
restoration, not theatrical rebuke. John 8:10-11  

Conclusion 

The tonal change in Jesus’ speech is best explained by the condition of the audience. 
When confronting the Pharisees and, at times, the Sadducees as public religious opponents, He 
speaks with open authority, exposure, and warning because they are resisting truth and 
misleading others. When speaking with an individual, He usually speaks in a more personal 
register—teaching, inviting, uncovering, and restoring—though still with perfect truthfulness. In 
short, Jesus is severe with hardened hypocrisy, but searching and redemptive with the reachable 
soul.  
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