
joshua hartwigsen, adult class, 151st Street Church of Christ, September-October 2020 

 

 
151st Street Church of Christ 
13875 W 151st Street, Olathe, KS, 66062 
151cofc.com 

TENT POLES 
The weightier matters of the law, Matthew 23:23 
 
 
Amy and I bought a tent for our boys a few years ago. In their excitement (they were much 
younger then…), the boys wanted to set it up and begin using it. We unpacked the tent and laid 
it out, a flat, confusing form of synthetic materials with collapsible poles folded into two bundles. 
My boys knew it was a tent and could see things like the tent’s opening but did not know how to 
take what they had in front of them and make it into a functional tent until I showed them how 
the tent poles gave structure and meaning to the tent. Similarly, people often intuit the purpose 
of the Bible but, because they do not have its tent poles in their proper places, the Bible 
becomes a confusing mass of sometimes seemingly contradictory things. Fortunately, Jesus 
helps us identify some of those tent poles. He, for example, commented that the Bible contains 
“weightier matters”1 that deserve more attention (Matthew 23:23) and that the Bible contains 
some teachings that provide a foundation upon which other things must be built (Matthew 
22:34-40). This class continues our exploration of some of the Bible’s ‘tent poles’ that give 
structure and meaning to its contents. In particular, this class will discuss Jesus’ “weightier 
matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness” (Matthew 23:23). 
 

“The weightier matters” 
• After about three years teaching about the arrival of the kingdom of heaven and being 

surrounded by messages and miraculous acts that indicated his identity as the Davidic king 
God promised would rule that kingdom, Jesus entered Jerusalem on a Sunday, the beginning 
of the Passover week, where he was greeted by crowds that praised him as the messianic 
king (Matthew 21:1-11). 

• The next day, on Monday, Jesus entered the temple and “drove out all who sold and bought 
in the temple” (Mark 11:11-12; Matthew 21:12-17); a dramatic, symbolic action that 
referenced important prophetic passages and intensified the anticipations surrounding him 
(Jeremiah 7:1-11; Malachi 3:1-4; Ezekiel 10-11).  

• On Jesus’ third day in the city, the religious leaders, recognizing the significance of Jesus’ 
actions, challenged his authority to do such things (Matthew 21:23-27). Their challenge 
initiated a lengthy back-and-forth that resulted in Jesus’ condemnation of the scribes and 
Pharisees. 

o Jesus initially responded to the “chief priests and the elders” challenge with a series 
of parables indicting them as corrupt, failed leaders (Matthew 21:28-22:14). 

o The Pharisees, recognizing they were included in Jesus’ condemnation (Matthew 
21:45), organized a plot to trap Jesus (Matthew 22:15-40). 

 
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 After defusing their attempts to entrap him, Jesus used the religious leaders’ tactic 
and asked them a question intended to expose them to the people (Matthew 22:41-
46). 

o Having demonstrated and defended his authority while also exposing the corrupt 
authority of the religious leaders, Jesus turned to the watching crowds and issuing 
seven “woes” against the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 23:1-36). 

§ Even though the Sadducees and Herodians were part of the efforts to trap 
him (Matthew 22:15-23), Jesus singled out the scribes and Pharisees because 
of their active, longstanding resistance to him. 

§ Jesus’ addressed them through a series of “woes” that pair with the 
beatitudes to offer contrasting teachings that bookend the beginning and end 
of his ministry and that outline his expectations (Matthew 5:2-11; 23:13-36). 

§ His “woes” also follow a long biblical tradition of prophetic condemnations (cf. 
Deuteronomy 27:9-26; Isaiah 5:8-23; Habakkuk 2:6-19).   

• Like the prophets, Jesus charged the scribes and Pharisees with a 
selfishness that resulted in abusive practices and a hypocrisy that 
dishonored God (Matthew 23:14/Amos 2:6-7a; Matthew 23:23/Micah 
6:6-8). 

• Also like the prophets, Jesus announced God’s imminent judgment 
(Matthew 23:25-39/Jeremiah 7:1-15). 

§ In particular, Jesus condemned the scribes and Pharisees for their meticulous 
observance of the law that, because they failed to honor God’s character, 
proved hypocritical (Matthew 23:23). His condemnation reveals that: 
 

Worship, by itself, does not please God  
(1 Samuel 15:22-23; Isaiah 1:10-15; Jeremiah 7:21-22; Amos 5:21-24) 

 

God desires sincere, love-motivated worship that results in the 
worshipper embracing His character  

(Matthew 23:23; Exodus 34:5-7; Isaiah 1:16-17; Micah 6:6-8) 
 

The issues connected to God’s character – “justice and mercy 
and faithfulness” – are the “weightier matters of the law”  

(Matthew 23:23) 
 

 
NEXT CLASS – “The weightier matters of the law: justice”  
Ryan Day will teach our next class and will explore the Jesus’ first “weightier matter” - justice.  


