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I. Introduction

Good morning, Union Church.

If you haven't already, I want to invite you to turn to Matthew 23, our text for this morning.

If we haven’t had a chance to meet yet, my name is Kyle Rodriguez, I’m one of the pastors here. I’m
just ecstatic to get to dive into the Word of God with you. But before we do that, let’s pray together.

Dear Father,

Without you, all of this is meaningless. Without you, our worship is fruitless, empty words and songs.
Would you lift our worship up by your Spirit and make it pleasing to you? Without you, our prayers are
unheard. Would you hear our prayer, as your Son intercedes for us?

Without you, our reading of your Word is helpless—it is gibberish to us. Jesus promised his followers
before he died, Lord, that he would send the Spirit to help us, to open our eyes to the truth of your
Word. So, Lord, would you do that now? Would you send your Spirit to give us eyes to see and ears
to hear? Would you tamp down the lies of Satan and our flesh that gnaw on our hearts and distract
us? Would you keep me from saying anything untrue or unhelpful? Would you illuminate your word
for us?

We pray these things, Lord, in hope of your promises and in the name of your Son, amen.

II. PASSAGE CONTEXT

We are continuing this morning in our series on the book of Matthew, one of four gospel accounts of
the story of Jesus’s life. Matthew is a theologized biography, if you like, of Jesus. It’s a biography,
certainly, but it’s told in such a way that tells us something about God and his work in and through
Jesus. It’s not an exhaustive story of Jesus’s life, but the things that are written are chosen and
structured in such a way to tell us something—something important.
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And so, as we’ve walked through it, we haven’t covered every single verse, but we’ve tried to make
sure that, as a church, we get a sense of what Matthew is trying to communicate not only with
individual verses of what Jesus said or did, but with the overarching picture—how themes and
patterns are woven together to make a beautiful tapestry.

And the thing that Matthew has been trying to tell us, the thing it’s been screaming from the rooftops
from the very first verses all the way through, is that Jesus is the King! He is the King whom God
promised to send to his people, the King who rules over all people and even nature itself, He is the
King who is coming back one day, the King who ultimately comes to save sinners.

But perhaps the most unexpected thing about this King is that he does not come to win his crown by
a victory in battle or revolutionary popularity: instead, he actually achieves his victory through defeat,
rejection, and even death. It is a paradoxical arrival for a King.

And this is not what we would expect for "the chosen one". The chosen king and victor is supposed to
come and rescue his people with great fanfare, with a resounding victory and a jubilant welcome
party. The King should be accompanied by a parade like Prince Ali coming to town. But instead, the
story of Jesus is a King who is rejected by his own people. The ones who should have been watching
and waiting with eager expectation, ready to usher him in with joy and hope, are instead taking one
glance and scoffing. We see it woven throughout the whole story.

As an infant, when he was born, this King was placed in a feeding trough, his people did not have a
bed for him.

As a baby, when the wise men came to visit him, Herod--the ruler of Israel--tried to find and murder
this King, out of jealousy and fear.

As a young man, as he began his mission of preaching and teaching in Israel, this King was rejected
by the people of his hometown, who didn't listen to his message, and in fact wanted to stone him,
because they could only see him as the lowly son of a local carpenter.

Throughout the book, Matthew has been priming us to see not just individuals, but all of Israel
rejecting Jesus. This is most often seen in Jesus's consistent clashes with the religious elites in Israel:
the Pharisees, Sadducees, scribes, and priests—these people are representatives of Israel herself.

And the book of Matthew has not only been setting up these religious elites as the people who reject
Jesus, but it's been setting up Jerusalem—the capital city, “the center of social, political, and religious
power”1—as the place where Jesus would be rejected.

● Jerusalem is the place where Herod resided, and the whole city was "troubled" when the wise
men came looking for Jesus. It is from Jerusalem that the first attempt on Jesus's life came
from way back in chapter 2.

1 Warren Carter, Matthew, p. 160.
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● Back in chapter 15, when some of the scribes and Pharisees come to challenge Jesus, they
come "from Jerusalem."

● When Jesus foretold his death and resurrection to his disciples (three times!), he makes it
explicit every time that he *must* go to Jerusalem and suffer and be killed.

And remember, last week we read in chapter 21, how Jesus finally arrived in Jerusalem, riding on a
donkey on Palm Sunday. And in the ensuing chapters, Jesus's rejection by the people, his conflicts
with the Pharisees and scribes, and his own rebuke of Jerusalem's religious practices have just
escalated and escalated.

Just flip back with me over the last few chapters, so you can get a sense of how chapter 23 is really
the culmination of this conflict:

● In chapter 21, after he enters Jerusalem, the first thing Jesus does is go to the temple, the
place of worship, where he is outraged at the consumeristic buying and selling that is
happening in the house of God—and he cleans house! That's followed immediately by a
conflict with the priests and the scribes, who are indignant over the children who are praising
him.

● The very next story is a story of Jesus cursing a fig tree, which commentators agree is really a
parallel of Jesus's cursing of fruitless Jerusalem.

● Then we see a story of Jesus's authority being challenged by the priests and elders in verses
23-27--followed by Jesus telling three parables that all illustrate, in one way or another, how
the religious authorities have disobeyed and rejected the Lord.

● We see in verse 46 that the priests and the Pharisees understood that Jesus was talking about
them, and they wanted to arrest him!

● Then in chapter 22, verse 15, Matthew says the Pharisees were trying to entangle him, trip him
up in his words to turn the people against him, and we get a series of questions and
confrontations between the religious elites and Jesus--and the last verse of 46 gives us a
summary of how all of those debates went: "And no one was able to answer him a word, nor
from that day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions."

So, the religious leaders of Jesus, the Israelites of Israelites, in the city of Jerusalem, the city of
David, Zion, God's holy city, have utterly rejected, challenged, and despised Jesus. And now, in light
of that rejection, we come to this passage, where Jesus stands up and utterly condemns the religious
elite and Jerusalem for this rejection.

And my question, in light of all this, is how? How did we get to this point, where the people of God
have so completely rejected his chosen King? How did we get to this point where Jesus is
proclaiming, "Woe, woe, woe" to Israel and her leaders?

III. WOES TO THE PHARISEES

I think Jesus’s words in this chapter make it clear: The root of the downfall of Israel is pride. Let’s take
a closer look at our passage and see if that comes out.
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Look at verse 2:

The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat, so do and observe whatever they tell you,
but not the works they do.

That is to say, they had an authority to teach the Word of God, Moses being a representative of the
Law of God in the Old Testament. And Jesus is quick to say: The Word of God is good, but your
teachers have been unfaithful.

In other words, while the teaching of God passed down through his Word is good and right, people
can be corrupted. And the ultimate rejection of Jesus by Israel, is not the fault of the Law, as if God
simply hadn’t given them the right material, the rejection of Jesus is due to a corrupted character of
Israel, particularly present in her leaders.

Jesus goes on:

For they preach, but do not practice. 4 They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them
on people's shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to move them with their finger.

The first thing Jesus brings up is a hypocrisy at the core of the Pharisees. They lay a heavy burden
on people, a burden that they themselves are unwilling to bear.

But on first glance, this doesn’t seem to match what we know about the Pharisees. Because the
Pharisees definitely did practice their religion. They weren’t out preaching a heavy law to the people
and then getting drunk behind the scenes. They were extremely strict with their practice. They
avoided any contact with “unclean” food or people. They followed the Sabbath codes to the letter. You
could not be a part of the Pharisaical class and fail to keep the highest, most strict version of the law.

This is why, when Paul is listing his credentials in Philippians 3, he says, “If anyone thinks he has
reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more” and goes on to say: “as to the law, a Pharisee.”
In other words, Paul says, I kept the law as well as anybody! He even goes on to describe his
law-keeping as “blameless.”

So, when Jesus is describing the Pharisees with this hypocritical language, he’s not saying that they
don’t try to follow the law. What he is saying is that their attempts to follow the law are hollow and
meaningless—because they are motivated by pride. Look at verse 5:

They do all their deeds to be seen by others.

There is a pride so invasive and corruptive in the scribes and Pharisees that even their good works
are meaningless, as if they aren’t even lifting a finger to follow God’s law. The motivation for their
deeds is to be seen by others.

Jesus goes on to describe how the Pharisees and scribes loved to accentuate their clothing that
signified their high religious commitment—phylacteries were tiny copies of the Scriptures that they
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would wear on their heads and arms, while the fringes were parts of a Jewish cloak that were meant
to be an aid in prayer—and how they loved being honored by important, lofty titles.

Jesus’s followers, on the other hand, were called not to self-exaltation, but to Christ-exaltation and to
servanthood:

“The greatest among you shall be your servant. Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and
whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”

And this theme of the corruption of pride versus the virtue of humility is woven all throughout the story
of the Bible!

What happened in the Garden of Eden with Adam and Eve? What did the serpent say to Eve? Eat of
this fruit, and you will be like God. What happened in the garden? Self-exaltation.

What happened at the tower of Babel as the people built a tower to reach the heavens, instead of
filling the earth with the image of God as he had commanded? Self-exaltation.

What does the mother of Jesus, Mary, say in her song of praise? “[God] has scattered the proud…
he has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate.”
(Luke 1:51-52)

Self-exalting pride is contrary to what it means to follow God, from the Old Testament to the New.

So, even if the people of God were externally trying to follow the commands of God, if it was
motivated by self-obsessed pride, it would be damning. As one of the early church fathers, John
Chrysostom, said: “Pride is the mother of hell.”

The rest of this chapter, really, is Jesus expounding on just how pride corrupts and destroys the
people of God.

1. Pride makes their missional zeal ultimately harmful.

Look at these first two “woes” in verses 13 and 15. “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites! For you shut the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. For you neither enter yourselves
nor allow those who would enter to go in…. “For you travel across sea and land to make a single
proselyte, and when he becomes a proselyte, you make him twice a child of hell as
yourselves.”

The Pharisees were so zealous for mission, but if all they were converting people to was their proud,
self-exalting religiosity, then they ultimately were leading people astray, lemmings confidently leading
one another over the side of a cliff.

2. Pride causes them to overlook the fundamental principles of the law for external minutia.
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The next two woes both illustrate how the Pharisees overlooked the underlying principles of the law
for the sake of small details.

In the first woe, Jesus says the Pharisees fundamentally misunderstand oaths, missing the
fundamental symbolism that is at play in the temple and on the altars, ultimately missing that those
things refer to God himself. The second woe, in verse 23 and 24 is a bit easier to understand: The
Pharisees are diligent to tithe even a tenth of the spices that they receive, but they ignore the central
principles of God’s will for his people: justice, mercy, and faith.

It's reminiscent of Jesus’s earlier words, quoting from the prophet Hosea: “I desire mercy, not
sacrifice.”

And it’s not that sacrifice isn’t important for the Jewish people, or that the tithe wasn’t important.

Look at what Jesus says at the end of verse 23: “These you should have done, without
neglecting the others!”

The Pharisees should have cared about straining the gnats out of their wine. Nobody wants to drink
gnats! But to strain out the gnats and leave the camel is hilariously misguided! It’s like the mechanic
that fixes the broken taillight but overlooks the faulty brakes. Not only is it foolish, but it’s deadly.

3. Pride leads to a focus on external cleanliness over heart-level holiness.

In the next two woes, Jesus illustrates how the Pharisees may have seemed like law-keepers
externally, but their hearts were corrupted—comparing them to dishes and graves, sparkling clean on
the outside but full of muck, mire, and death on the inside.

It’s nice for a dish to be clean on the outside, but if you go to a restaurant and are drinking from a cup
that holds the backwash of the last person, it doesn’t matter how sparkling the handle is.

4. Pride causes the Pharisees to scoff at others’ mistakes but make the same.

And finally, the last woe describes how the Pharisees hold themselves up at a higher level than their
forefathers, who murdered God’s prophets in days of old, saying “If we had lived in the days of our
fathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.”

But, Jesus, rebukes them, saying, you think you’re better than your ancestors, but you are going to
“fill up the measure” of your fathers, you have been challenging me, you will persecute my
messengers.

Just days after this interaction, this Jewish crowd will be yelling “crucify him” and “his blood be upon
us and on our children” (Matt. 27:25).

Ultimately, the pride of the Pharisees will lead them to fall into the same traps as their forefathers and
reject the one whom their entire religion was pointing to.
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This is the ultimate failure of pride: it leads to the Pharisees missing Jesus. They have traded the
golden yolk for the broken shell, the substance for the shadow. They have spent so much time
maintaining their high perch that they overlooked the King of Kings.

IV. WARNINGS TO US

And friends, the reason that these woes are in our Bibles is because we are tempted towards this
same pride. In pronouncing judgment upon the Pharisees and Israel, Jesus is also laying down a
critical warning for the new church he was creating.

All people, of course, are tempted toward pride in some way, some struggle with it more than others.
But there is a particular temptation for religious groups and organizations in particular to trend toward
this same kind of pride that felled the Israelites—a pride that will ultimately cause us to miss Jesus.

Pride is particularly insidious. Virtually all of the church fathers, Reformers, Puritans, and the like point
to pride as one of the most deadly, cunning of sins.

Thomas Brooks, a Puritan pastor in the 17th century, says it well:

“Pride is a sin that will put the soul upon the worst of sins. Pride is a gilded misery, a secret
poison, a hidden plague. It is the engineer of deceit, the mother of hypocrisy, the parent of envy,
the moth of holiness, the blinder of hearts, the turner of medicines into maladies, and remedies
into disease.”2

Now, we could talk about how pride could affect each of us individually for hours, but I want to spend
the rest of our time looking at how pride showed up in Israel’s life and ask ourselves how pride could,
in a similar way, affect a new church plant.

1. Pride will cause us to scoff at the mistakes of our past, our families, and other churches.

This is a particular temptation for church plants, I think.

In many of our backgrounds are things we’ve rejected—maybe a family who nominally went to a
Catholic church. Maybe theology that we have since come to disagree with. Maybe churches that
were messy and poorly run.

And because of our unique stage as a church plant and the stage many of us personally are coming
from, there is a tendency in us to think: Man, I can make something here that will avoid all the
mistakes of my past, all the mistakes of my parents, all the mistakes of those other churches.

Listen, friends, you may have a better experience here than you have elsewhere. We may have a
healthy church for a long time. I love this church, I love this group of people.

2 The Works of Thomas Brooks, III.41.
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But if this church is healthy, it will not be because there is something intrinsically better about you. It
will not be because there is something intrinsically better about your pastors. It will be solely because
God chooses to be gracious and pour his living Spirit out upon this place.

Our job is not to look at the other churches we’ve been a part of and scoff at their poor strategy and
obviously corrupt theology. Our job is to humble ourselves before a holy God, recognizing the
tendencies in our own hearts toward those same mistakes, and pray fervently for him to work.

2. Pride will cause us to seek external behavioral change without foundational heart-change.

Friends, as we continue to live and worship alongside one another, dirt is going to come up. We are
going to see the ugly sides of sin in one another’s lives. And, God-willing, we are going to want to
change. We are going to want to be better, want to kill lust, want to remove addiction, want to abstain
from gossip, want to parent our kids better.

But friends, if our pride drives us to want that external change for the sake of our own pride—to avoid
shame of being found out, to prove our own worthiness in this new community, to simply be able to be
proud of our own spiritual accomplishments, then we will simply be cleaning the outside of the cup
while the inside remains filthy.

So, look: We want that outside to be clean. We want to kill those sins together, as a church. We don’t
want to hide them, this body of Christ needs to be one where we can be honest and vulnerable about
sin and then attack it together.

But no attacking of external sin will be sustainable if it’s not preceded by genuine heart
transformation. This is why all the YouTube self-help gurus—the pop-philosophers, the parenting
tipsters, the self-love people—it’s all useless if it’s not driven by the Spirit of Jesus lighting a fire in
your heart to love and glorify Jesus alone!

By God’s grace, we will not be a church where “having it together” is our goal. Knowing Christ our
Savior, savoring his gospel and worshipping him wholeheartedly will be our goal, and the behavior
change will follow.

3. Pride will cause our emphases to be lopsided toward the minutia instead of gospel
centrality.

You can take your pick of the kinds of peripheral minutia that Union Church may be prone to.

It may be “Level C” theological distinctions, like our view on the millennium, Critical Race Theory, or
the songs we sing. It may be a never-ending focus on the aesthetic of our worship space or the
quality of production.

It’s not that those things don’t matter. It is good for us to care about those things. We should not
neglect specific, careful Biblical exegesis or applying our doctrine to culture. We should not neglect
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choosing our worship songs with care and being hospitable to one another and visitors by eliminating
distractions and making this an environment that helps us worship well.

But proportions matter. Take baking: you can make a lot of different things with the same
ingredients—flour, sugar, milk, eggs, butter. The difference between a pretzel and a cake is
proportions. They might have the same ingredients, but if you bring a pretzel to a child’s birthday
party, you’re doing something wrong.

The peripheral things matter. But the proportions matter. The periphery can’t outweigh the center!

The center of our faith is that the King has come—he has come in humility to live the life we could not
live, to die on our behalf, conquer Death and Satan, rise from the dead, and offer us a relationship
with the living God based on his grace alone!

All of the weightier matters of justice, mercy, and faith revolve around that center, and all of the fringe
minutia revolve around that center. To take any of those other fringes and place them at the center is
to spend all day cleaning the rearview mirrors without making sure there is gas in the car.

May the Lord help us be a church where our humility keeps us grounded in our desperate need for
the gospel of Jesus Christ, rather than a need to be right, applauded, or cutting-edge.

4. Pride will kill the effectiveness of our mission and turn our zeal into a weapon of
destruction.

Friends, zeal for mission is a good thing. To be missional—to care and seek to share the gospel of
Jesus with the lost and invite them into his family—is a core part of what it means to be a mobilized
disciple at Union Church.

But friends, if we do not take the time to care about our doctrine, we will disciple others into heresy.

If we do not make the effort to build a compassionate community, we will simply be inviting others into
unsustainable religiosity.

If we care so much about making disciples of Union Church that we fail to make disciples of Jesus
Christ, we will be shutting the Kingdom of heaven in others’ faces, leading them down the road to
destruction!

Zeal without humility is a deadly weapon.

Let us take Jesus seriously when he said: “It would be better for us to have a millstone tied around
our neck and thrown into the sea” than for us to lead another down the path of sin and death.

May our mission be founded upon our humble need for Jesus, not a proud need to put notches in our
Christian evangelism belt.

V. CONCLUSION: CHRIST ALONE
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Okay, last thing, friends, and I’ll let you go this morning.

That kind of pride that we’re talking about? It’s inevitable. It’s inevitable for our human flesh. We are
always going to trend toward pride, just like Israel did.

Israel had every advantage! They were the people of God, specifically chosen to be his beacon in the
world. They were given the presence of God, dwelling in the temple with them. They were given
prophet after prophet to declare the word of God to them. They were even given the very Son of God,
in human flesh, to them! And yet, their pride led to them exalting themselves and killing Jesus.

We are all prone to this kind of blinding pride. We need more than simply to try harder to avoid it. We
need something different, something supernatural.

Look at how Jesus ends this chapter:

“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent
to it! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her
brood under her wings, and you were not willing! 38 See, your house is left to you
desolate. 39 For I tell you, you will not see me again, until you say, ‘Blessed is he who
comes in the name of the Lord.’”

And see how the next chapter starts:

Jesus left the temple and was going away, when his disciples came to point out to him
the buildings of the temple. But he answered them, “You see all these, do you not?
Truly, I say to you, there will not be left here one stone upon another that will not be
thrown down.”

This is critical, friends.

Yes, we are prone toward this corruptive pride. But in his mercy, Jesus came to tear down our
self-propelled systems of religiosity, and to raise up something new in its place.

He would tear down the temple by allowing his own body to be torn down, crucified on the cross, to
usher in a new reality, one in which our pride can be killed! This is why Paul says in Ephesians: “For
by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not of your own doing; it is the gift of
God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:8-9).

Why did Christ come? So that no one may boast! It is only by fixing our eyes on that cross that our
pride can be killed, that we can cry out with Paul “Far be it from me to boast except in the cross of
our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal.
6:14).

We will either exalt ourselves, and kill the one whom God sent, or we will exalt Jesus, and kill the
pride of the flesh that blinds and corrupts. Let us say with John the Baptist: “He must increase, but I
must decrease” (John 3:30).
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Look to Jesus, friends! See him hanging on the cross on your behalf, let his finished work be the
foundation of your confidence, let his wounds heal you of the need to prove yourself again and again.
Look to Jesus, let him tear down the old, that he might raise you to new life.
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