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WOE TO YOU 
Balancing love and condemnation, Matthew 23:29-36 
 
 
Jesus gave special attention to interpersonal relationships. He repeatedly called people to 
embrace an unbiased, selfless love for others in all their relationships, an expectation both 
challenging and inspiring. But Jesus did not merely engage in religious sloganeering; he practiced 
the love about which he taught. So, what do we do when Jesus, who taught people to “love 
[their] enemies” (Matthew 5:43-44) seemingly turns on his ‘enemies’ and repeatedly and 
publicly blasts them? We will consider Jesus’ condemnation of the scribes and Pharisees in 
Matthew 23 and consider how it fits into Jesus’ love-focused teaching and place it has in our 
determination to follow his example. 
 
 

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!”1  
• Jesus repeatedly commanded love. 

o He told people to, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” so that 
they could be like God (Matthew 5:43-48). 

o Treating others the way you want to be treated, Jesus taught, “is the Law and the 
Prophets” (Matthew 7:12). 

o He also said that “lov[ing] your neighbor as yourself” occupies the second most 
important place in God’s command and helps form the foundation upon which all 
God’s expectations depend (Matthew 22:34-40).  

• The New Testament writers recognized the importance Jesus placed upon love. They, for 
example, wrote that: 

o “Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law” 
(Romans 13:8-10). 

o “The whole law is fulfilled in one word; ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” 
(Galatians 5:13-14). 

o “Let us love one another, for love is from God and whoever loves has been born of 
God and knows God. Anyone who does not love does not know God because God is 
love” (1 John 4:7-11). 

• Jesus’ command to love pushes people into uncomfortable territory – it expects them to love 
their enemies and other unlovable people both actively and sacrificially (Matthew 5:38-48; 
Luke 10:25-37), an expectation fully expressed in Jesus’ willing death on behalf of “ungodly” 
people (Romans 5:6-11). 

• But Matthew records loving Jesus strongly and publicly blasting the scribes and Pharisees in a 
way that seems at odds with Jesus’ teachings about how one should relate to their enemies 

 
1Matthew 23:13. 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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(Matthew 23; 5:38-48). Consider, therefore, a few passages from Matthew’s gospel that 
should frame our understanding of Jesus’ behavior: 

o Matthew 12:22-42 – The Pharisees rejected the evidence of Jesus’ Spirit-empowered 
works that demonstrated his identity and authority and accused him of operating 
under the power of Satan (vv.22-32, 38-39). Their blasphemy against him prompted 
Jesus to comment that their actions revealed their evil hearts (vv.33-37).  

o Matthew 16:1-12; 23:2-3 – Jesus acknowledged the scribes and Pharisees’ religious 
authority and even told people to listen to their teaching (Matthew 23:2-3). Their 
persistent and public opposition to him, however, led him to warn his disciples to 
“watch and beware” of their corrupting influence (Matthew 16:1-12). 

o Matthew 23:1-36 – Jesus publicly condemned the scribes and Pharisees in a way that 
echoes the prophets’ condemnations of nations (cf. Isaiah 5:8-23; Habakkuk 2:6-19). 
Drawing the attention of the crowds around him, Jesus condemned the scribes and 
Pharisees for being league with Satan and participating in his agenda to harm God’s 
people (Matthew 23:13-15, 29-35; Genesis 3:14-15; cf. Revelation 12:9, 17).  

• Jesus did not disregard his teachings about love, especially loving one’s enemies, when he 
condemned the scribes and Pharisees (cf. Hebrews 4:14-15). Instead, their years of 
resistance to him led Jesus to turn his attention to protecting the people who would 
potentially be harmed by the hardheartedness of the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 23:1). 
Even so, the judgment Jesus announced against the scribes and Pharisees would be delayed 
for decades and would be preceded by signs intended to motivate their return to God 
(Matthew 23:36-24:35; cf. Luke 21:20-24). 

 

Applications 
• Two beginning thoughts need to be mentioned: 

o We do not have insight into people’s hearts as did Jesus (John 2:25). We should 
therefore act cautiously. 

o We can gain insight into people’s hearts through their actions (Matthew 12:33-37). 

• With thoughts in mind and with Jesus’ example before us, consider the following 
applications: 

o Always err on the side of grace in dealing with people (cf. James 2:13; 4:6; 5:11). 
o Protect people from corrupting influences (Matthew 16:5-12). 
o Make sure your efforts protect the honor and dignity of God’s purposes rather than 

merely defending your own interests (cf. Matthew 7:1-5; John 7:24). 
o Practice ‘unreasonable’ patience with people despite the challenges it might create. 
o The hope of redemption and the possibility of change, rather than judgment, ought 

to drive our interactions with people (cf. John 3:16-17). 
o Operate from love rather than ‘justice’ (cf. Matthew 5:38-48; Philippians 2:1-8). 
o Recognize that love does not exclude judgment (John 3:16-17; Hebrews 12:3-11; cf. 

Ezekiel 18:4, 23, 32). 
o Love, however, shapes judgment and gives it a relational, rather than merely judicial, 

goal (Ezekiel 18:1-32; Hebrews 12:3-11; James 2:13; 4:6; 5:11). 
 


