
 

THE WAY OF THE COMMUNITY: THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW 

Chapter 18: The Woes 

Open with Prayer 

Video  

While watching the video, make note of any questions or comments you wish to share with the 
group.

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

The Warnings (23:1-12) 
As the video makes clear, chapter 23 is an attack, not simply on the scribes and 

Pharisees, but on the Christian leadership of Matthew’s own day and time. 
Apparently, they do not live up to the standards which Matthew expected. We might 
ask ourselves the same questions about our own religious leaders. As you begin this 
chapter, answer the questions below:

1) Read Matthew 23:1-4
“Seat of Moses” — metaphorically, the place of teaching authority in the 
synagogue

             What is Jesus’ main complaint in these verses? __________________________________

2) Read Matthew 23:5-7
“Phylacteries” — small leather boxes containing tiny texts of the Torah written 
on sheepskin, worn on forehand and forearm while praying
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“Fringes” — tassels worn on the corners of one’s outer garments, meant to be a 
reminder of the commandments of Torah

             What is Jesus’ main complaint in these verses? __________________________________

3) Read Matthew 23:8-12
“You are not to be called Rabbi” — note that this is addressed directly to the 
disciples; this is not a command for the whole community

             What is Jesus’ main complaint in these verses? __________________________________

The Woes (23:13-36) 
The next section of the chapter contains seven “woes” which are modeled on 

some of the prophetic writings in the Hebrew Scriptures, including Isaiah and 
Jeremiah. They may also be seen as counterpoints to the nine “blessings” in the 
Beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount. As you read through the woes, answer the 
questions below:

1) Read Matthew 23:13
Contrast this verse with Matthew 16:19. What is the connection?

Note that there is no verse 14 in most modern translations. It is not found in 
the best manuscripts, but appears to be a later insertion.

2) Read Matthew 23:15
“Convert” — in the post-70 world, Pharisees had an aggressive missionary 

campaign toward Gentiles.
“Gehenna/hell” — the valley of Gehenna was the town dump for Jerusalem, 

located just south of the city 

3) Read Matthew 23:16-22
The precise meaning of this condemnation is unclear; however, in general, 

oaths were used in ancient times to bind by something greater than oneself. Contrast 
this passage with Matthew 5:33-37.

4) Read Matthew 23:23-24
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“Tithe” — an offering of 10% of one’s income, usually crops or livestock
“Mint/dill/cummin” — tiny herbs from one’s home garden, meant to contrast 

with “weightier matters”

5) Read Matthew 23:25-26
Contrast this verse with Matthew 15:102-. What is the connection?

6) Read Matthew 23:27-28
“Whitewashed tombs” — tombs in ancient Israel were whitewashed to make 

them more obvious, because contact with the dead and graves, even if incidental or 
accidental, would make one ritually impure

7) Read Matthew 23:29-32
What parables in Matthew do you remember Jesus telling which refer to 

people who shed the blood of prophets?

What part of this chapter is particularly applicable to Christian leadership in the 21st century?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Close with Unison Affirmation: 

In the confidence that God is with us, 
 we go on the Way with Christ. 
 May the Spirit lead and guide us.
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