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THE WEIGHTIER MATTERS 
Justice, Matthew 23:23 
 
 
Jesus’ identification of justice as one of the “weightier matters of the law” did not offer a new 
insight to the audience listening to his condemnation of the scribes and Pharisees. The Bible’s 
persistent teachings about God’s justice provided an anchor for the Jewish peoples’ hopes; they 
were awaiting the day when God would exercise His justice on their behalf and free them from 
oppressing nations.  Even though the people listening to Jesus teach would have given God’s 
justice a “weightier” place, Jesus applied God’s justice in a way that resonated with the Bible’s 
teachings while, at the same time, challenging conventional understandings. We will therefore 
consider the weightier place Jesus gave to justice and explore the place it should have within 
our lives.  
 

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites”1 
• The Bible introduces justice in a pointed way early in its narrative when it records God 

charging Abraham with the responsibility of “doing righteousness and justice” (Genesis 
18:19) in contrast to the “wickedness” defining humanity (cf. Genesis 6:5). 

• The Bible’s presentation of God’s own practice of justice provides an outline of the justice 
He expected from Abraham (cf. Genesis 18:25).  

o Psalm 89 offers insight into the important place justice has for our understanding of 
God – it forms part of the foundation of His sovereign identity (Psalm 89:14). 

o God Himself echoed justice’s place in His identity through His self-revelation to 
Moses on Mount Sinai. He focused His revelation on His justice that addresses 
wrongdoing while, at the same time, giving preference to mercy, grace, patience, 
and forgiveness (Exodus 34:5-7).                              

o God’s description of His justice prepares us for Moses’ announcement that it favors 
powerless individuals (Deuteronomy 10:17-18). 

• Justice’s important place in God’s identity motivates His desire to see it in the lives of His 
people (Proverbs 21:3; cf. Genesis 18:19). The justice He looks for, however, must be like His 
justice; it must be favorably inclined towards powerless individuals like “the resident alien, 
the fatherless, and the widow” (Jeremiah 22:3). 

• Jesus’ condemnation of the scribes and Pharisees for neglecting justice comes near the end 
of Matthew’s presentation of Jesus’ ministry during which the scribes and Pharisees had 
been constant sources of conflict. Consider some of the things the gospels record about the 
groups that reveal their lack of justice as defined by God’s example:  

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o Their condemnation of Jesus and his disciples revealed their misunderstanding of 
God’s justice – they sought punishment more than reconciliation (Matthew 9:10-13; 
12:1-8; cf. Ezekiel 18:23, 32; Exodus 34:5-7). 

o They “devour[ed] widows’ houses”, a group of individuals God said deserved special 
protections (Matthew 23:23; Mark 12:38-40; Luke 20:45-47; Jeremiah 22:3). 

o They emphasized rules and traditions over people and were consequently unwilling 
to help people meet those expectations (Matthew 15:1-9; 23:4). 

• The Bible’s teachings about justice and the gospels’ contrasting example of the scribes and 
Pharisees offers an insight into a fundamentally important expectation:   
 

God wants justice practiced in all relationships in ways that mirrors His 
own gracious, merciful, and faithful character. 

 

Applications 
• God’s speech to Job in Job 38-41 offers an insight into God’s justice – we have a limited 

perspective that keeps us from seeing everything God does yet we can nevertheless trust in 
the reality and goodness of His justice.  

• Even though we might sometimes struggle to see God’s justice, our practice of justice must 
always be apparent to the people around us. 

• Failure to practice justice does not necessarily mean active doing evil; it can mean the 
passive failure to speak up on behalf of, or act in defense of, people in need of help. 

• Justice and religion inseparably connect; we cannot be just nor religious if we neglect the 
needy people around us (James 1:27). 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

For the coming week: 
To help extend the lesson and to encourage you to make it personal, take time during the coming 
week to consider the following material: 
 

Read Romans 3:9-18 and consider what Paul’s comments imply about the 
justice we can expect to encounter in our world. 
 
Reflect on your own experiences in the world: In what ways have you 
encountered injustice? In what ways have you practiced injustice? How 
might those experiences give you insights into our need for God’s justice? 
 
Act on your reading and your reflecting by identifying one way you can be 
more just in your relationships and praying for God’s wisdom and 
strength to act on the thing you identify. 
 


