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#1 Who Were These People? 
  
Jesus lived in a highly complex religious society, one that included many professional religionists. Those 

professionals were in five primary groups: the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the Essenes, the Zealots and the Herodians. 

At this point, it is only necessary to introduce these groups briefly.  

  

1. The Pharisees believed that right religion 

consisted in divine laws and religious tradition. 

Their primary concern was for fastidious 

observance of the Mosaic law and of every 

minute detail of the traditions handed down by 

various rabbis over the centuries. They focused 

on adhering to the laws of the past. 

2. The Sadducees focused on the present. They 

were the religious liberals who discounted most 

things supernatural and who modified both 

Scripture and tradition to fit their own religious 

philosophy. 

3. The Essenes were ascetics who believed that 

right religion meant separation from the rest of 

society. They led austere lives in remote, barren areas such as Qumran, on the northwest edge of the Dead 

Sea. 

4. The Zealots were fanatical nationalists who thought that right religion centered in radical political activism. 

These Jewish revolutionaries looked down on fellow Jews who would not take up arms against Rome.  

5. The Herodians are mentioned in only three places in the New Testament (Matt. 22:16; Mark 3:6; 12:13). In 

the earliest reference in Mark, they joined with the Pharisees in a plot to kill Jesus. The other two passages 

refer to the sending of Pharisees and Herodians to ask Jesus about paying taxes to Caesar. It is assumed that 

they were Jews who supported Herod Antipas or sought to have a descendant of Herod the Great given 

authority over Palestine. At this time Judea and Samaria were under Roman governors. 

 

In essence, the Pharisees said, “Go back”; the Sadducees said, “Go ahead”; the Essenes said, “Go away”; and the 

Zealots said, “Go against.” The Pharisees were traditionalists; the Sadducees were modernists; the Essenes were 

separatists; and the Zealots were activists. They represented the same primary types of religious factions that are 

common today. But Jesus’ way was not any of those. To the Pharisees He said that true spirituality is internal, not 

external. To the Sadducees He said that it is God’s way, not man’s way. To the Essenes He said that it is a matter of 

the heart, not the body. To the Zealots He said that it is a matter of worship, not revolution. 

  

Group Basic thrust Category What Jesus said to 

them 

Pharisees Go back Traditionalists True spirituality is 

internal, not external 

Sadducees Go ahead Modernists It is God’s way, not 

man’s way 

Essenes Go away Separatists It is a matter of the 

heart, not the body 

Zealots Go against Activists It is a matter of 

worship, not 

revolution 
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The central thrust of His message to every group and every person, of whatever persuasion or inclination, was 

that the way of His kingdom is first and above all a matter of the inside—the soul. 

  

True religion in God’s kingdom is not a question of ritual, of philosophy, of location, or of military might—but of 

right attitude toward God and toward other people. The Lord summed it up in the words “I say to you, that unless 

your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven” (5:20). 

  

When the Pharisees with whom Jesus was having lunch were bothered that He did not ceremonially wash His hands 

before eating, Jesus said, “Now you Pharisees have the habit of cleaning the outside of your cups and dishes, but 

inside you yourselves are full of greed and wickedness. You fools! Did not the One who made the outside make the 

inside too? But dedicate once for all your inner self, and at once you will have everything clean” (Luke 11:39-41, 

Williams). That was His message for every sect of Judaism. 

  

Although the precise origin of the Pharisees is unknown, they appeared sometime before the middle of the second 

century B.C. Numbering perhaps as many as six thousand, many of them were also scribes, authorities in Jewish law 

both scriptural and traditional. As has been noted many times in this study of Matthew the Pharisees were by far the 

dominant religious group in Israel in Jesus’ day and the most popular with the masses.  

 

The other major party the Sadducees, were largely in charge of the Temple, but their driving concern was not for 

religion but for money and power.  As their name suggests, the Herodians were a political party loyal to the Herod 

family.  

 

The Essenes, which are not mentioned in Scripture, were a reclusive sect who devoted much of their efforts to 

copying the Scriptures, and the Zealots were radical nationalists who sought to overthrow Rome militarily.  

 

Like the Sadducees, the Herodians’ and Zealots’ interest in religion was motivated primarily by desire for personal 

and political gain. Consequently it was to the scribes and the Pharisees that the people looked for religious 

guidance and authority, a role those leaders greatly cherished. 

  

William Barclay who devoted many years to biblical research in Palestine, reports that the Talmud (Sotah, 22b) 

speaks of seven kinds of Pharisees: 

1. The first group Barclay calls “shoulder Pharisees,” so named because of their custom of displaying accounts 

of their good deeds on their shoulders for other people to see and admire. When they prayed, they put ashes 

on their heads as an act of humility and wore sad expressions on their faces to suggest piousness 

2. The second group he calls “wait a little,” due to their cleaver ability to come up with a fabricated spiritual 

reason for putting off doing something good. Pious excuses were their stock in trade. 

3. The third group were the “bruised and bleeding.” In order not to commit the sin of looking at a woman 

lustfully those Pharisees closed their eyes whenever women were around. Understandably they received 

many bruises and abrasions from bumping into walls, posts, and other objects. They measured their 

piousness by the number and severity of their injuries. 

4. The fourth group were the “humpback tumbling.” In order to show off their supposed humility they slouched 

over with bent backs and shuffled their feet instead of taking normal steps, leading to frequent stumbles and 

tumbles. 

5. The fifth group were the “ever-seeking,” named because of the meticulous record keeping of their good 

deeds in order to determine how much reward God owed them. 

6. The sixth group were the “fearing” Pharisees, whose terror over the prospect of hell motivated everything 

they did. 

7. The seventh and last group were the “God-fearing,” those whose lives were motivated out of genuine love 

for God and a desire to please Him. The Pharisee Nicodemus (see John 3:1; 19:39) would doubtlessly have 

been classed in this group. But Nicodemus and the few other Pharisees who believed in Jesus were very 

much the exceptions. For the most part, the Pharisees were the Lord’s most strident critics and implacable 

enemies.  
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The common Christian stereotype of the Pharisee is "the hypocritical enemy of Jesus." The basis for that stereotype is 

the fact that the gospels frequently present the Pharisees in the role of Jesus' antagonists.  

  

Early in Jesus ministry, they became His opponents. They grew increasingly hostile as His popularity and influence 

grew among the Jewish populace. 

  

Matthew's first reference to the Pharisees records John the Baptizer castigating the Pharisees and Sadducees who 

visited him in the desert as "offspring of vipers."' (Matt. 3:7). 

Matthew records numerous encounters between Jesus and the Pharisees: 

 The Pharisees criticized Jesus for eating with tax collectors and sinners.  

 They claimed His power to heal came from the prince of demons. 

They accused His disciples of violating the Sabbath when they stripped ripened grain from stalks along the 

path. 

 They conferred among themselves seeking a way to destroy Him. 

 They asked Him for a sign which would prove His relationship with God. 

 They asked why His disciples did not keep the authoritative traditional 

teachings. By using a controversial divorce question, they tried to trap Him in His teachings. 

 They wanted to arrest Him 

 They sent people to "respectfully" ask Him a trick question concerning taxes in a de-liberate plan to 

"ensnare" Him in His teachings." 

 

Luke adds considerable additional information about their antagonistic feelings: 

 When Jesus forgave the palsied man of his sins, the Pharisees began reasoning that Jesus had blasphemed 

 Once they tried to frighten Him away from ]erusalem by warning Him that Herod Antipas wished to kill Him 

 Simon, a Pharisee, invited Jesus to eat with him, and Jesus accepted Jesus accepted another Pharisee's 

invitation to breakfast. On this occasion Jesus shocked him by not ceremonially washing His hands before 

eating.  

 

The gospels clearly portray other segments of Jewish society as being equally hostile toward Jesus and His teachings. 

Among the other antagonists were the chief priests, the scribes, the Jewish elders, the Sadducees, the Herodians, and 

the lawyers. (we’ll look at each of these groups during this study). 

 

Who were the Pharisees? 

Most scholars seem to locate their beginnings between the return from the Babylonian exile and the uprising (c. 165 

B. C.). There seems to be a link between them and the Hasidim or "pious men" of the intertestamental period: 

· the Hasidim regarded themselves as being the orthodox Jew 

· they held strict religious views based on the Mosaical covenant 

· they maintained a zealous commitment to ancient Judaism and its ways 

· political and national aspirations were of little interest.  

· they were devoted to preserving the old paths against cultural changes and a changing world 

 

By the time of Israel's political independence under Maccabee (140 B. C.) the Pharisees appear to be a recognizable 

group already entrenched in their infamous conflict with the Sadducees. During the next one hundred years they 

would go in and out of the favor of the rulers, but grew more 

and more in their popular standing. 

 

Two of the most famous and influential of the Pharisees before the time of Christ were Hillel and Shammai. Hillel’s 

House more popular...his followers led in the formation of the academy at  Jamnia after the destruction of Jerusalem 

in 70 A. D. Paul was a student of Gamaliel who 

in turn was of Hillel's teaching.  

 

The name "Pharisee" means "the separated ones." It may mean that they separated themselves from the masses of the 

people or that they separated themselves to the study and in-terpretation of the law. The Pharisee's desire was to obey 
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that which their forefathers had neglected. 

 

Indeed it was out of this intense concern to follow the law scrupulously that the Pharisees developed their unique 

characteristics: 

· In order to keep from any deviation or transgression from the Torah they developed specific regulations and 

guidelines in the application of the sacred law.  

· These stipulations in turn became the oral tradition which in time the Pharisees held in equality with the written 

commands of God.  

 

The Basic Concern 

There is broad agreement concerning the basic concern of Pharisaism.  

· A dire threat to the survival of Judaism began with the Babylonian captivity (597 BC).  

· From its beginnings, Judaism was designed to be a national religion of a settled, localized people.  

· They would have one center of sacrificial Worship. 

· Attendance to national religious festivals would be within ability of all and compulsory for all the men 

· A priesthood would be accessible to the populace and capable of meeting their religious needs 

 

The Babylonian captivity created a dilemma with which Judaism was not designed to cope. That dilemma threatened 

to destroy the Jewish people as a distinctive society and Judaism as a religion: 

· the temple was in ruins and its site far away 

· sacrificial worship as originally instituted was impossible 

· with no temple in which to serve, the priests could not function in their ancient role 

· religious festivals and pilgrimages as they had been observed in Palestine were impossible 

 

The end result was new serial circumstances, new religious questions about life and existence, new ways of living, 

new moral dilemmas, new ethical questions, new aspects of human needs, and differing religious demands.  

 

At some point in this period, Pharisaism evolved. It derived its impetus from two basic concerns: 

1. The desire to preserve and to maintain Judaism’ old paths and ancient ways.  
If the ancient ways were to survive, Judaism had to answer effectively these new moral and ethical questions and 

meet the real needs of the daily life situation.  

 

 2. The desire to answer the questions and issues of the day by making the spirit and the intent of the Torah 

relevant to the problems and needs of daily life.  
Ineffective, irrelevant "pat answers" from a world and society which no longer existed would have doomed Judaism 

to becoming a dead religion. Teachings of the Torah had to harmonize with the realities of the existing world The 

true spirit of the Torah and God's intent in the Torah had to be applicable to all life's realities in that present age. 

 

Significance 

Like so many things, what started as a good and noble thing became in the end mere vanity. Everything we have 

looked at so far has been commendable. Here is a group that desires to please God by living in obedience to the 

statues He had given them. How is that objectionable?  

 

What the Pharisees neglected was not the letter of the law, but the giver of it. In trying to earn God's favor, they 

missed the fundamental message of the law: no one is holy except God alone.  

  

Were all the Pharisees Wrong? 

Among the Pharisees were a few members who sought for true spiritual religion. Nicodemus (John 3; 7:50-53), 

Joseph of Arimathea (John 19:38ff), and the unnamed man mentioned in Mark 12:32-34, come to mind. Even 

Gamaliel showed a great deal of tolerance toward the newly formed church (Acts 5:34ff). But for the most part, the 

Pharisees used their religion to promote themselves and their material gain. No wonder Jesus denounced them.  
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They are the quintessential bad guys. In looking at the Apostle Paul it is only fair to ask if this classic understanding 

is accurate, because Paul refers to himself as having been a Pharisee before his conversion: 

· Acts 26:5 "I lived as a Pharisee according to the strictest sect of our religion."  

 

· Acts 22:3 "I am a Jew, born of Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel, strictly 

according to the law of our fathers, being zealous for God, just as you all are today."  

 

· Acts 23:6 "I am a Pharisee, a son of a Pharisee . . ."  

 

· Phil. 3:5 "circumcised on the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as 

to the law, a Pharisee."  

 

· Gal. 1:14 "I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries among my countryman, being more 

extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions."  

 

Perhaps we should remind ourselves that not all of the Pharisees were hypocrites. There were about 6,000 Pharisees 

in that day, with many more who were "followers" but not full members of the group. Most of the Pharisees were 

middle-class businessmen and were sincere in their quest for truth and holiness.  

 

Among the Pharisees were a few members who sought for true spiritual religion.  

 

Nicodemus  

(John 7:50-53): "Nicodemus said to them (he who came to Him before, being one of them), {51} "Our Law does not 

judge a man, unless it first hears from him and knows what he is doing, does it?" {52} They answered and said to 

him, "You are not also from Galilee, are you? Search, and see 

that no prophet arises out of Galilee." {53} And everyone went to his home." 

 

Joseph of Arimathea  

(Mark 15:43-46): "Joseph of Arimathea came, a prominent member of the Council, who himself was waiting for the 

kingdom of God; and he gathered up courage and went in before Pilate, and asked for the body of Jesus. {44}And 

Pilate wondered if He was dead by this time, and summoning the centurion, he questioned him as to whether He was 

already dead. Mark {45} And ascertaining this from the centurion, he granted the body to Joseph. {46} And Joseph 

bought a linen cloth, took Him down, wrapped Him in the linen cloth, and laid Him in a tomb which had been hewn 

out in the rock; 

and he rolled a stone against the entrance of the tomb. 

 

(John 19:38-40:) "And after these things Joseph of Arimathea, being a disciple of Jesus, but a secret one, for fear of 

the Jews, asked Pilate that he might take away the body of Jesus; and Pilate granted permission. He came therefore, 

and took away His body. {39} And Nicodemus came also, who had first come to Him by night; bringing a mixture of 

myrrh and aloes, about a hundred pounds weight. {40} And so they took the body of Jesus, and bound it in linen 

wrappings with the spices, as is the burial custom of the Jews." 

 

The unnamed man mentioned in Mark 12:32-34, come to mind:  

"And the scribe said to Him, "Right, Teacher, You have truly stated that HE IS ONE; AND THERE IS NO ONE ELSE 

BESIDES HIM; {33} AND  TO LOVE HIM WITH ALL THE HEART AND WITH ALL THE  UNDERSTANDING 

AND WITH ALL THE STRENGTH, AND TO LOVE ONE'S NEIGHBOR AS HIMSELF, is much more than all burnt 

offerings and sacrifices." {34} And when Jesus saw that he had answered intelligently, He said to him, "You are not 

far from the kingdom of God." And after that, no one would venture to ask Him any more questions." 

 

Even Gamaliel showed a great deal of tolerance toward the newly formed church 

(Acts 5:34-40): "But a certain Pharisee named Gamaliel, a teacher of the Law, respected by all the people, stood up 

in the Council and gave orders to put the men outside for a short time. {35} And he said to them, "Men of Israel, take 

care what you propose to do with these men. {36} "For some time ago Theudas rose up, claiming to be somebody; 
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and a group of about four hundred men joined up with him. And he was slain; and all who followed him were 

dispersed and came to nothing. {37} "After this man Judas of Galilee rose up in the days of the census, and drew 

away some people after him, he too perished, and all those who followed him were scattered. {38} "And so in the 

present case, I say to you, stay away from these men and let them alone, for if this plan or action should be of men, it 

will be overthrown; {39} but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them; or else you may even be found 

fighting against God." {40} And they took his advice; and after calling the apostles in, they flogged them and ordered 

them to speak no more in the name of Jesus, and then released them." 

 

But for the most part, the Pharisees used their religion to promote themselves and their material gain. No wonder 

Jesus denounced them.  

 

Their major beliefs 

· The Pharisees were strongly monotheistic. (one God) 

· They accepted all the Old Testament as authoritative.  

· They affirmed the reality of angels and demons.  

· They had a firm belief in life beyond the grave and a resurrection of the body. 

· They were missionary, seeking the conversion of Gentiles (Matt. 23:15). 

· They saw God as concerned with the life of a person without denying that the individual was responsible for how he 

or she lived.  

· They had little interest in politics.  

· The Pharisees opposed Jesus because He refused to accept the teachings of the oral law.  

 

FROM HOLMAN’S BIBLE DICTIONARY 
JEWISH PARTIES IN THE NEW TESTAMENT Judaism in New Testament times was diverse. We read of 

Pharisees, Sadducees, and Herodians. One man is called a Zealot. From other sources we learn of the Essenes. 

  
Pharisees The Pharisees constituted the most important group. They appear in the Gospels as the opponents of Jesus. 

Paul claimed that he was a Pharisee before becoming a Christian (Phil. 3:5). They were the most numerous of the 

groups, although Josephus stated that they numbered only about six thousand. They controlled the synagogues and 

exercised great control over the general population. 

  

No surviving writing gives us information about the origin of the Pharisees. The earliest reference to them is dated in 

the time of Jonathan (160-143 B.C.), where Josephus refers to Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes. Their good 

relations with the rulers ended in the time of John Hyrcanus (134-104 B.C.). They came to power again when Salome 

Alexandra became queen (76 B.C.). 

  

The name “Pharisee” means “the separated ones.” It may mean that they separated themselves from the masses of the 

people or that they separated themselves to the study and interpretation of the law. It is usually assumed that they 

were the spiritual descendants of the Hasidim, the loyal fighters for religious freedom in the time of Judas 

Maccabeus. They appear to be responsible for the transformation of Judaism from a religion of sacrifice to one of 

law. They were the developers of the oral tradition, the teachers of the two-fold law: written and oral. They saw the 

way to God as being through obedience to the law. They were the progressives of the day, willing to adopt new ideas 

and adapt the law to new situations. 

  

The Pharisees were strongly monotheistic. They accepted all the Old Testament as authoritative. They affirmed the 

reality of angels and demons. They had a firm belief in life beyond the grave and a resurrection of the body. They 

were missionary, seeking the conversion of Gentiles (Matt. 23:15). They saw God as concerned with the life of a 

person without denying that the individual was responsible for how he or she lived. They had little interest in politics. 

The Pharisees opposed Jesus because He refused to accept the teachings of the oral law. 

  
Sadducees The Sadducees were the aristocrats of the time. They were the party of the rich and the high priestly 

families. They were in charge of the Temple and its services. They claimed to be descendants of Zadok, high priest in 

the time of Solomon. However, the true derivation of their name is unknown. In all our literature, they stand in 
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opposition to the Pharisees. They sought to conserve the beliefs and practices of the past. They opposed the oral law, 

accepting the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old Testament, as the ultimate authority. The Sadducees were 

materialistic in their outlook. They did not believe in life after death or any reward or punishment beyond this life. 

They denied the existence of angels and demons. They did not believe that God was concerned with what people did. 

Rather people were totally free. They were politically oriented, supporters of ruling powers, whether Seleucids or 

Romans. They wanted nothing to threaten their position and wealth, so they strongly opposed Jesus. 

  
Zealots The Zealots receive only brief mention in the New Testament. Simon, one of the disciples, is called Zealot 

(Luke 6:15). John 18:40 uses a word for Barabbas that Josephus used for Zealot. Josephus states that the Zealots 

began with Judas the Galilean seeking to lead a revolt over a census for taxation purposes (A.D. 6). He did not use 

the name Zealot until referring to events in A.D. 66, the beginning of the Jewish revolt against Rome. The Zealots 

were the extreme wing of the Pharisees. In contrast with the Pharisees, they believed that only God had the right to 

rule over the Jews. They were willing to fight and die for that belief. For them patriotism and religion were 

inseparable. 

  
Herodians The Herodians are mentioned in only three places in the New Testament (Matt. 22:16; Mark 3:6; 12:13). 

In the earliest reference in Mark, they joined with the Pharisees in a plot to kill Jesus. The other two passages refer to 

the sending of Pharisees and Herodians to ask Jesus about paying taxes to Caesar. It is assumed that they were Jews 

who supported Herod Antipas or sought to have a descendant of Herod the Great given authority over Palestine. At 

this time Judea and Samaria were under Roman governors. 

  
Essenes We know of the Essenes through the writings of Josephus and Philo, a Jewish philosopher in Alexandria, 

Egypt. They are not mentioned in the New Testament. More information about the Essenes has come to light since 

1947 with the discovery of the manuscripts from the caves above the Dead Sea, commonly called the Dead Sea 

Scrolls. It is generally believed that the people of the Scrolls were closely related to the Essenes. They may have 

begun at about the same time as the Pharisees and Sadducees. The Essenes were an ascetic group, many of whom 

lived in the desert region of Qumran, near the Dead Sea. They took vows of celibacy and perpetuated their 

community by adopting male children. However, some Essenes did marry. When one joined the Essenes, he gave all 

his possessions to the community. A three-year period of probation was required before full membership was 

granted. The Essenes devoted themselves to the study of the law. They went beyond the Pharisees in their rigid 

understanding of it. There is no evidence that either Jesus or John the Baptist had ever had any relation to Qumran. 

Jesus would have strongly opposed their understanding of the law. 

  

The vast majority of the people were not a member of any of these parties, although they would have been most 

influenced by the Pharisees. 

  

JEWISH PARTIES IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

PHARISEES SADDUCEES ZEALOTS HERODIANS ESSENES 

Name 

Pharisees = "the 

Separated Ones" 

with three 

possible 

meanings:  

1. separating 

themselves from 

people 

2. separating 

themselves to the 

study of the law 

Sadducees = 

Three possible 

translations:  

1. the "Righteous 

Ones" - based on 

the Hebrew 

consonants for the 

word righteous 

2. "ones who 

sympathize with 

Zadok," or 

Refers to their 

religious zeal  

Josephus used the 

term referring to 

those involved in 

the Jewish revolt 

against Rome in  

A.D. 6 - led by 

Judas of Galilee 

Based on their 

support of the 

Herodian rulers 

(Herod the Great 

or his dynasty) 

Unknown origin 
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("dividing" or 

"separating" the 

law) 

3. separating 

themselves from 

pagan practices 

"Zadokites" - 

based on their 

possible link to 

Zadok the high 

priest 

3. "syndics," 

"judges," or 

"fiscal 

controllers" - 

based on the 

Greek word 

syndikoi 

Dates of Existence 

Existed under 

Jonathan (160-

143 B.C.)  

Declined in power 

under John 

Hyrcanus  

(134-104 B.C.) 

Began resurgence 

under Salome 

Alexandra  

(76 B.C.) 

Probably began 

about 200 B.C.  

Demise occurred 

in A.D. 70  

(with the 

destruction of the 

temple) 

Three possibilities 

for their beginning:  

1. during the reign 

of Herod the Great 

(about 37 B.C.) 

2. during the revolt 

against Rome 

(A.D. 6) 

3. traced back to 

the Hassidim or the 

Maccabees (about 

268 B.C.) 

Their certain 

demise occurred 

around A.D. 70-73  

with Rome’s 

conquering of 

Jerusalem 

Existed during the 

time of the 

Herodian dynasty 

(which began with 

Herod the Great 

in  

37 B.C.)  

Uncertain demise  

Probably began 

during 

Maccabean times 

(about 168 B.C.) 

- around the 

same time as the 

Pharisees and 

Sadducees began 

to form  

Uncertain 

demise - possibly 

in A.D. 68-70 

with the collapse 

of Jerusalem 

Origin 

Probably spiritual 

descendants of 

Hasidim 

(religious freedom 

fighters of the 

time of Judas 

Maccabeus) 

Unknown origin  

Claimed to be 

descendants of 

Zadok - high 

priest under David 

(see 2 Sam 8:17; 

15:24) and 

Solomon (see 1 

Kgs 1:34-35; 1 

Chr 12:28) 

Had a possible 

link to Aaron 

Were probably 

formed into a 

group about 200 

B.C. as the high 

priest’s party 

(According to 

Josephus) The 

Zealots began with 

Judas (the 

Galilean), son of 

Ezekias, who led a 

revolt in A.D. 6 

because of a census 

done for tax 

purposes 

Exact origin 

uncertain 

Possibly 

developed as a 

reaction to the 

corrupt 

Sadducean 

priesthood  

Have been 

identified with 

various groups: 

Hasidim, 

Zealots, Greek 

influence, or 

Iranian influence 

Selected Biblical References 
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Matt 3:7-10; 5:20; 

9:14; 16:1, 6-12; 

22:15-22, 34-46; 

23:2-36  

Mark 3:6; 7:3-5;  

8:15; 12:13-17 

Luke 6:7;  

7:36-39;  

11:37-44;  

18:9-14 

John 3:1;  

9:13-16;  

11:46-47; 12:19 

Acts 23:6-10 

Phil 3:4b-6 

2 Sam 8:17; 15:24  

1 Kgs 1:34 

1 Chr 12:26-28 

Ezek 40:45-46; 

43:19; 44:15-16 

Matt 3:7-10; 16:1, 

6-12; 22:23-43 

Mark 12:18-27 

Luke 20:27-40 

John 11:47 

Acts 4:1-2;  

5:17-18;  

23:6-10 

Matt 10:4  

Mark 3:18 

Luke 6:15 

Acts 1:13 

Matt 22:5-22  

Mark 3:6; 8:15;  

12:13-17 

None 

Beliefs 

Monotheistic  

Viewed entirety 

of the Old 

Testament (Torah, 

Prophets, and 

Writings) as 

authoritative 

Believed that the 

study of the law 

was true worship 

Accepted both the 

written and oral 

law 

More liberal in 

interpreting the 

law than were the 

Sadducees 

Quite concerned 

with the proper 

keeping of the 

Sabbath, tithing, 

and purification 

rituals 

Believed in life 

after death and the 

resurrection of the 

body (with divine 

retribution and 

reward) Believed 

in the reality of 

demons and 

angels 

Revered humanity 

and human 

equality 

Missionary-

minded regarding 

the conversion of 

Gentiles 

Accepted only the 

Torah (Genesis 

through 

Deuteronomy - 

the written law of 

Moses) as 

authoritative  

Practiced literal 

interpretation of 

the law 

Rigidly 

conservative 

toward the law 

Stressed strict 

observance of the 

law 

Observed past 

beliefs and 

traditions 

Opposed oral law 

as obligatory or 

binding 

Believed in the 

absolute freedom 

of human will - 

that people could 

do as they wished 

without attention 

from God 

Denied divine 

providence 

Denied the 

concept of life 

after death and the 

resurrection of the 

body 

Denied the 

concept of reward 

and punishment 

Similar to the 

Pharisees with this 

exception: believed 

strongly that only 

God had the right 

to rule over the 

Jews. Patriotism 

and religion 

became inseparable  

Believed that total 

obedience 

(supported by 

drastic physical 

measures) must be 

apparent before 

God would bring in 

the Messianic Age 

Were fanatical in 

their Jewish faith 

and in their 

devotion to the law 

- to the point of 

martyrdom 

Not a religious 

group - but a 

political one  

Membership 

probably was 

comprised of 

representatives of 

varied theological 

perspectives 

Very strict 

aesthetics  

Monastic: most 

took vow of 

celibacy 

(adopting male 

children in order 

to perpetuate the 

group), but some 

did marry (for 

the purpose of 

procreation) 

Rigidly adherent 

to the law 

(including a 

strict rendering 

of the ethical 

teachings) 

Considered other 

literature as 

authoritative (in 

addition to the 

Hebrew 

Scripture) 

Believed and 

lived as pacifists 

Rejected temple 

worship and 

temple offerings 

as corrupted 

Believed in the 

immortality of 

the soul with no 

bodily 

resurrection 

Apocalyptically 

oriented 
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Believed that 

individuals were 

responsible for 

how they lived 

after death 

Denied the 

existence of 

angels and 

demons 

Materialistic 

Segments of Society 

Most numerous of 

the Jewish parties 

(or sects)  

Probably 

descendants of the 

Hasidim - scribes 

and lawyers 

Members of the 

middle class - 

mostly 

businessmen 

(merchants and 

tradesmen) 

Aristocracy - the 

rich descendants 

of the high 

priestly line 

(however, not all 

priests were 

Sadducees)  

Possible 

descendants of the 

Hasmonean 

priesthood 

Probably not as 

refines as their 

economic position 

in life would 

suggest 

The extreme wing 

of the Pharisees 

Wealthy, 

politically 

influential Jews 

who supported 

Herod Antipas (or 

any descendant of 

Herod the Great) 

as ruler over 

Palestine (Judea 

and Samaria were 

under Roman 

governors at this 

time.) 

Scattered 

throughout the 

villages of Judea 

(possibly 

including the 

community of 

Qumran)  

(According to 

Philo and 

Josephus) About 

4,000 in 

Palestinian Syria 

Activities 

Developers of oral 

tradition  

Taught that the 

way to God was 

through obedience 

to the law 

Changed Judaism 

from a religion of 

sacrifice to a 

religion of law 

Progressive 

thinkers regarding 

the adaptation of 

the law to 

situations 

Opposed Jesus 

because He would 

not accept the 

teachings of the 

oral law as 

binding 

Established and 

controlled 

synagogues 

Exercised great 

control over 

general 

population 

Served as 

In charge of the 

temple and its 

services  

Politically active 

Exercised great 

political control 

through the 

Sanhedrin, of 

which many were 

members 

Supported the 

ruling power and 

the status quo 

Leaned toward 

Hellenism (the 

spreading of 

Greek influence) - 

and were thus 

despised by the 

Jewish populace 

Opposed both the 

Pharisees and 

Jesus because 

these lived by a 

larger canon (The 

Pharisees and 

Jesus both 

considered more 

than only Genesis 

Extremely opposed 

to Roman rule over 

Palestine  

Extremely opposed 

to peace with 

Rome 

Refused to pay 

taxes 

Demonstrated 

against the use of 

Greek language in 

Palestine 

Engaged in 

terrorism against 

Rome and others 

with whom they 

disagreed 

politically 

(Sicarii [or 

Assassins] were an 

extremist Zealot 

group who carried 

out acts of 

terrorism against 

Rome.) 

Supported Herod 

and the Herodian 

dynasty  

Accepted 

Hellenization 

Accepted foreign 

rule 

Devoted to the 

copying and 

studying of the 

manuscripts of 

the law  

Lived in a 

community sense 

with communal 

property 

Required a long 

probationary 

period and ritual 

baptisms of those 

wishing to join 

Were highly 

virtuous and 

righteous 

Were extremely 

self-disciplined 

Were diligent 

manual laborers 

Gave great 

importance to 

daily worship 

Upheld rigid 

Sabbath laws 

Maintained a 

non-Levitical 

priesthood 
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religious 

authorities for 

most Jews 

Took several 

ceremonies from 

the temple to the 

home 

Emphasized 

ethical as opposed 

to theological 

action 

Legalistic and 

socially exclusive 

(shunned non-

Pharisees as 

unclean) 

Tended to have a 

self-sufficient and 

haughty attitude 

through 

Deuteronomy as 

authoritative) 

Opposed Jesus 

specifically for 

fear their 

wealth/position 

would be 

threatened if they 

supported Him 

Rejected worldly 

pleasures as evil 

Rejected 

matrimony - but 

did not forbid 

others to marry 

  

 

Pharisees --  
Hebrew: perushim     

 
Jewish orientation or school, sometimes referred to as a sect. The Pharisees 

played an important part in the religious struggles of Judaism from the 

middle of 2nd century BCE until 1st century CE. 

One of the main challenges when studying the Pharisees, is to look 

apart from the bias in the majority of the sources. As a group in opposition 

to others, they have often been condemned more than they deserve.  

 

TEACHING 
The Pharisees based their doctrines on both the Torah, as well as the oral 

traditions, contrary to their opponents, the Sadducees, who only revered the 

Torah. The Pharisees meant that there had to be evolution in the Law, in 

order to give answers to any new legal questions that would occur. Also, 

they meant, the law had to be adjusted to reason and conscience, and not 

obeyed blindly by the letter. 

In their zeal for creating what they considered to be a true religion, they 

came to define some of the obligations for the priests, to be binding for all 

Jews. 

Central to their learning was to resist any form of foreign influences, 

which at this time were powerful, like the Hellenistic. By doing this, they 

wanted to take care of their religion, its monotheism and its rituals. 

For the Pharisees it was of utmost importance that all affairs, be it state 

or religion, should be governed according to the divine Law. Yet, they meant that the Temple of Jerusalem was not 

indispensable to Jewish law, life and rituals. By this, they defined a religion that could practiced even far away from 

Jerusalem, and in societies where the Jews represented a minority. 

As part of the protest against the Sadducees, and their domination of the Temple, the synagogue was developed. 

While there was only one Temple, there was no limit to how many synagogues there could be. 

Related to this, was the Pharisee teaching on rituals, where they rejected the bloody sacrifices performed in the 

Temple. Instead they emphasized prayer and the study of the Law. 

But the Pharisees had proven not to be impregnable to Hellenistic influences: there were unusual strong elements 
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of individualism (like the transferring of obligations from the priests to the laymen, and of making prayer and self-

study the main rituals), and mysticism had also become part of their ideology.  

 

ORGANIZATION 
The Pharisees consisted of scholars, laymen and scribes, and they had many supporters. It is clear that already from 

the 1st century BCE, the Pharisees represented a larger part of the Jewish society than the Sadducees. 

The Pharisees did not represent a political party or movement, and they were loosely organized. The Pharisees 

could well be defined first and foremost as a philosophy with many supporters. 

There were many sub-groups among the them, and most must be considered to be true and honest in their beliefs. 

But one sub-group developed a hypocritical approach to Judaism, and became condemned both by scholars writing in 

the Talmud as well as the Jewish rebel Jesus. 

Christians have come to consider all Pharisees as hypocritical due to the stories in the Gospels, but this is 

seriously unfair to the majority of Pharisees.  

 

HISTORY 
Around 160 BCE: After the success of the Maccabean Revolt, the Pharisees emerge as a group, probably as a 

continuation of the Hasideans, and in opposition to the hereditary temple aristocracy. 

Around 100: A struggle between the Pharisees and the temple aristocracy start about who should control and govern 

Judaism. From the temple aristocracy grows a group known as Sadducees. 

70 CE: The Temple of Jerusalem is destroyed, but the learning of the Pharisees continues to exist, and their learning 

would represent the continuation of Judaism.  

 
 

Pharisees 
 

The nature and status of all of the various religious groups which arose after the fall of Judah (eg Pharisees, 

Sadducees, Boethusians, Essenes, Zealots, Samaritans; there were probably many others) are shrouded in obscurity. 

Although we have writings which are arguably sectarian in outlook, we have few contemporary descriptions of the 

varieties of Jewish faith. A few Roman authors offer descriptions, which are probably little more than "travellers' 

tales" (eg Pliny, NH 5.73); the Jewish philosopher Philo mentions some groups in passing; and in three broadly 

similar passages the Jewish historian Josephus sketches the views of what he describes as the three major Jewish 

sects -- Pharisees, Sadducees and Essenes -- on a small range of issues, likening them to the Greek philosophical 

schools of Stoics, Epicureans and Pythaogreans well-known to his readers.  

 

Later rabbinic sources contain much material, but of questionable value. Each of these authors has his own agenda, 

and hence any reconstruction which rest on an uncritical use of these materials is most unlikely to be accurate. This 

probably includes the majority of current discussions of second-Temple Jewish groups: it is only since the work of 

Neusner (on the rabbininc materials) and Mason (on Josephus) that scholars have really begun to explore the sources 

in a properly scholarly fashion. It must also be borne in mind that the New Testament remains one of the most 

important sources for any reconstruction of the Judaisms of the first century; and yet there is no mention in it of the 

Essenes, even if some of its characters might have been Essene.  

 

No early author discusses the origins of the name "Pharisee" and all modern discussions are pure speculation. 

Although Josephus does not presume his readers will be familiar with them, he says nothing about those aspects of 

the Pharisees we would find most significant: their origins, doctrines, self-understanding or social structures.  

 

His presentation of the Pharisees is always subservient to his purposes in writing, which is predominantly an 

explanation of how God could have allowed the downfall of his own chosen people. His discussion of the religious 

views of the Jewish sects therefore focuses on fate (or divine providence), predestination and freewill. In this context 

Josephus' Pharisees appear to occupy a mediating position between the rigid predestinarianism of the Essenes and the 

human freedom attributed to the Sadducees. He regards them as an attractive and powerful faction, with an ascetic 

lifestyle, popular among the people and concerned to present themselves as rigorists for the Law of God. They have a 
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body of interpretations and traditions which are not themselves part of the Torah, and religious practises are 

performed according to their interpretation (see especially Ant. 18.12--17).  

 

But their major role in his writings is a political one. Because of their power among the people, he claims, they 

effectively controlled the state at least from the time of Alexandra Salome (76--67 BCE), and they opposed Herod 

whose downfall they were able to foretell through prophetic gift. However, it is noteworthy that they hardly occur in 

his narratives between the time of Alexandra and that of Herod; and none of the actual achievements of the Pharisaic 

party which he records substantiate these claims to power. Hence many scholars see Josephus' claims as exaggerated, 

if not mere propaganda.  

 

It is remarkable that our other major source, the rabbinic traditions, says nothing about such a political agenda. Here, 

rather, the issues are exclusvely religious. We need to note that the rabbinic materials are problematic for our quest. 

All are heavily redacted in the light of the radical re-assessment which followed the destruction of the Temple. 

Attempts to support indiscriminate use of rabbinic materials by appeal to NT parallels (eg over korban, Mark 7.11) 

are unsafe because we cannot say how distinctive such things were of the Pharisees.  

 

Within the rabbinic materials the word "Pharisees" (PERUSHIN) is rare, and is sometimes used pejoratively; 

preferred terms are "sages" (HAKAMIM) or rabbis. We cannot assume that any of these references are to the group 

we know as Pharisees. Even those passages which explicitly refer to the Pharisees are not safe as a basis for a 

reconstruction (despite Rivkin's appeal to them) since it is rarely clear that the term is an original part of the tradition. 

Neusner's approach attempts to isolate the earliest rabbinic traditions, especially those connected with named 

individuals known (or presumed) to be Pharisees. The great majority of these traditions turn out to focus on the laws 

of purity; particularly with respect to washing, eating, tithing and Festival and Sabbath observance.  

 

For this reason Neusner suggested that the Pharisees saw themselves, though laymen, as the "kingdom of priests" of 

Exodus 19.6, who bound themselves to keep all the legislation relevant to a priest on Temple duty. (This motivation, 

it should be noted, may also be detected among the Essenes, and many of the Dead Sea Scrolls also manifest concern 

over this group of laws.) Such a view would certainly cohere well with the NT evidence, where again cultic purity 

seems to be high on the Pharisaic agenda. It is also worth noting that many of these laws are specifically relevant to 

the small land-owner class, which suggests a particular cultural milieu for the Pharisee-class (if "class" is an 

appropriate designation).  

 

It is reasonable to suppose that the group designated as the "seekers after smooth things" in the Dead Sea Scrolls may 

be Pharisees, which suggests mutual animosity but gives little other information.  

 

Relationship to Other Groups 

In the Gospels, the various authorities who oppose Jesus are grouped together in a number of ways. The 

accompanying table attempts to categorise these occurrences. All four Gospels link scribes and Pharisees (Mt 5.20; 

12.38; 15.1; 23 ( 7 occurrences); Mark 2.16 (scribes of the pharisees); 7.1; Luke 5.21; 5.30 (Pharisees and their 

scribes); 6.7; 7.30 (Pharisees and lawyers); 11.53; 15.2; John 8.3; cf also Acts 23.9. This is simply to say that some 

scribes were Pharisees, and were likely because of their learning to take leading roles within the movement.  

 

Matthew alone links Pharisees with the Sadducees (3.7; 16.1, 6, 11, 12). Without other context this may suggest that 

they represented the leaders of the people; but it is clear that in general the Gospel writers see various combinations 

of chief priests, elders and scribes as taking that role. Matthew's usage may suggest that he saw these two groups as 

advocating doctrines which were most distinctive from other strands of Judaism (see further below). The opposition 

between Pharisees and Sadducees is an important part of Josephus' portrait, and figures also in the later rabbinic 

materials; cf also Acts 23.6--10.  

 

Matthew also once links them with the chief priests (21.45); and in John this combination is the moving force behind 

the formal opposition to Jesus (7.32, 45; 11.47, 57; 18.3). This might suggest, as Josephus also claims, that the 

Pharisees wielded considerable political power. Josephus however also notes that some of the leading priests were 

themselves Pharisees; though Matthew's reference appears to be to two separate groups.  
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Teaching 

The problems discussed above make it hard to be certain about what was distinctively Pharisaic. Josephus' statements 

about the Pharisees being "accurate interpreters of the Law" (eg BJ 2.162) must be tempered by his other comments 

which attribute such accuracy to all Jewish sects, and in particular to the priesthood (of which he was himself a part). 

That they were conservative on some parts of the Law and liberal on others, adding also their own traditions, is 

neither surprising nor unique to their group. A claim to be the definitive exponents of the Law would however give a 

cutting edge to Jesus' fierce denunciation of their shortcomings. Although the formalisation of a belief in the twofold 

Law (written and oral) may well be much later than the first century, it is clear that they already had a coherent body 

of traditions by the first century, which appear to have focused largely on purity issues.  

 

The only point on which all our sources agree is their belief in an afterlife in contrast to the Sadducean denial. 

Josephus appears to contrast their position with Essene dualism: for the Pharisees unrighteous souls are punished 

while the righteous pass into "other bodies" (BJ 2.163). Presumably some sort of heavenly bodies is intended rather 

than a belief in reincarnation, since the latter appears to be foreign to all known Jewish beliefs. This then would 

presuppose some specific eschatological event.  

 

Influence 

The superficial reading of Josephus which has provided the popular image of the all-powerful and legalistic Pharisee 

is manifestly incorrect. His claim that they were able to control cultic practice is both incredible and contradicted by 

the events he relates. However, all our sources indicate an influence on society out of all proportion with their 

number (which Josephus suggests was very small) and there seems no good reason to doubt this. There is, though, no 

reason to suppose that they exercised any direct influence in the synagogues or other parts of everyday Jewish life. 

Josephus, the rabbinic materials and the Gospel of John would also suggest that their direct influence was limited to 

the environs of Jerusalem, while many of the Marcan stories appear to locate Pharisees in the Galilee (though we 

should note that in general Mark's location of events is very vague). Luke unambiguously locates Pharisees in every 

village in Galilee and Judaea (Luke 5.17). We cannot tell whether this is just a result of the evangelists' redactional 

activity of their material, or whether there was a significant Pharisaic presence there.  

 

An important factor in assessing their influence, perhaps, is the impression given by the synoptic writers that as soon 

as Jesus began his ministry it was the Pharisees (with or without the scribes) who took it upon themselves to vet his 

credentials and to seek to destroy this subversive new teaching. Hence they are portrayed as natural leaders and 

authorities in the community of faith, or rather that part of it of most interest to the early Christian community. This 

coheres with both Josephus' report of the Pharisees as those who claimed to be the most accurate interpreters of the 

Law, and with what we know of the early life of the apostle and erstwhile Pharisee Paul (Gal. 1.13--14; Phil 3.5f). In 

Luke in particular, they appear to regard Jesus as an equal (they invite him to meals and address him as "teacher") 

even while they suffer his biting criticisms. In Acts they appear as a voice of moderation in the Sanhedrin.  

It is clear that "the Pharisees" quickly became something of a stereotype for the opponents of Jesus: it is therefore 

hard to decide how much an incidental reference in the Gospels (especially when it appears to be a secondary 

addition in a Synoptic parallel) can tell us of specifically pharisaic attitudes. Luke's more positive approach suggests 

a particular concern for the Jewish leaders (see Mason 1995); though his precise concerns are still hotly debated.  
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Pharisees 
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.  

The Pharisees (from the Hebrew perushim, from parash, meaning "to separate") were, depending on the time, a 

political party, a social movement, and a school of thought among Jews that flourished during the Second Temple 

Era (536 BCE–70 CE). After the destruction of the Second Temple, Pharisaic Judaism came to be known as Rabbinic 

Judaism, and then, simply as Judaism. The Pharisees were an ancient sect of Judaism; they existed during the time of 

rabbis Hillel the Elder and Shammai, and during the time of Jesus. They are the direct predecessor to what eventually 

became known as Rabbinic Judaism. 

 

In contrast to other Jewish groups of the time, such as Sadducees, Pharisees held that the books of the Tanakh 

(Hebrew Bible, also called the written law) have always been transmitted in parallel with an oral tradition. They 

pointed as proof to the text of the Torah itself, where they said many words were left undefined, and many 

procedures mentioned without explanation or instructions; the reader is assumed to be familiar with the details from 

other sources. This parallel set of material was originally transmitted orally, and came to be known as "the oral law". 

By the year 200 much of this material was edited together into the Mishnah, the core document of rabbinic Judaism. 

Thus, from the Saduccee and Essene point of view, the Pharisees were the liberal party, which allowed for flexibility 

in the interpretation of the law. 

 

The social standing and beliefs of the Pharisees changed over time, as political and social conditions in Judea 

changed; it is thus impossible to understand the Pharisees without understanding their historical context. 

 

More specifically, the Pharisees were one of the successor groups of the Hasidim (the "pious"), an anti-Hellenic 

Jewish movement that formed in the time of the Seleucid king, Antiochus Epiphanes ( 175 - 163 BCE). The first 

mention of the Pharisees is by the Jewish-Roman historian Josephus, in a description of the four "schools of thought" 

(that is, social groups or movements) into which the Jews were divided in the 1st century CE. The other schools were 

the Essenes, revolutionaries, and the Sadducees. The Essenes were apolitical; the revolutionaries, such as the Sicarii 

and the Zealots, emerged specifically to resist the Roman Empire. Other sects emerged at this time, such as the 
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Christians in Judea and the Therapeutae in Egypt. The Sadducees and Pharisees began earlier, as political factions in 

the Hellenistic Hasmonean period of the Second Temple era. At no time did any of these sects constitute a majority; 

most Jews were non-sectarian. Nevertheless, these sects are emblematic of the different responses of Jews to the 

political, economic, and cultural forces that characterized the Second Temple era. 

 

For most of their history, Pharisees defined themselves in opposition to the Sadducees. Conflicts between the 

Sadducees and the Pharisees took place in the context of much broader conflicts among Jews in the Second Temple 

era that followed the Babylonian captivity of Judah. One conflict was class, between the wealthy and the poor. 

Another conflict was cultural, between those who favored hellenization and those who resisted it. A third was 

juridico-religious, between those who emphasized the importance of the Temple, and those who emphasized the 

importance of other Mosaic laws and prophetic values.  

 

This conflict practically defines the Second Temple Era, a time when the Temple had tremendous authority but 

questionable legitimacy, and a time when the sacred literature of the Torah and Bible were being edited and 

canonized. Fundamentally, Sadducees and Pharisees were divided concerning the third conflict, but at different times 

were influenced by the other conflicts. In general, whereas the Sadducees were conservative, aristocratic 

monarchists, the Pharisees were eclectic, popular, and more democratic. The Pharisaic position is exemplified by the 

assertion that "A learned mamzer takes precedence over an ignorant High Priest." (A mamzer is an outcast child born 

of a forbidden relationship, such as adultery or incest; the word is often, but incorrectly, translated as "illegitimate" or 

"bastard.") 

 

The Pharisees were present in the days of Jesus. Christians have traditionally seen Jesus as an opponent of the 

Pharisees, accusing them of being only outwardly religious, rather than inwardly observant of the Law. Jesus was 

opposed to the Pharisees emphasis on observance of religious purity laws. Some modern day scholars argue that this 

reading is no longer tenable, and that when the New Testament is read in its historical context, Jesus's attitude 

towards the law was more like a liberal offshoot of Pharisee thought. 

 

While during the 1st century and earlier, the Pharisees were faced with opposition from other Jewish groups such as 

the Essenes and the Sadducees, they were eventually triumphant; rabbinic Judaism as it is known today is descended 

from them. 

 

Membership 

The Pharisees formed a brotherhood of their own, admitting only those who, in the presence of three members, 

pledged themselves to observe the Levitical laws of ritual purity, to the avoidance of closer association with the 'Am 

ha-Aretz (the ignorant and careless boor), to the scrupulous payment of tithes and other imposts due to the priest, the 

Levite, and the poor, and to a conscientious regard for vows and for other people's property. 

 

Principle of democracy 

It was only after a long struggle with the Sadducees that they won their lasting triumph in the interpretation of Jewish 

law. The Sadducees, jealously guarding the privileges established since the days of Solomon, when Zadok, their 

ancestor, officiated as priest, insisted upon the literal observance of the Torah. The Pharisees, on the other hand, 

claimed Mosaic authority for their interpretation, at the same time asserting the principles of religious democracy and 

progress. With reference to Ex. xix. 6, they maintained that "God gave all the people the heritage, the kingdom, the 

priesthood, and the holiness" (II Macc. ii. 17, Greek). 

 

The idea of the priestly sanctity of the whole people of Israel in many directions found its expression in the Torah as, 

for instance, when the precepts concerning unclean meat, intended originally for the priests only were extended to the 

whole people (Lev. xi.; Deut. xiv. 3-21); or when the prohibition of cutting the flesh in mourning for the dead was 

extended to all the people as "a holy nation" (Deut. xiv. 1-2; Lev. xix. 28; comp. Lev. xxi. 5); or when the Law itself 

was transferred from the sphere of the priesthood to every man in Israel (Ex. xix. 29-24; Deut. vi. 7, xi. 19; comp. 

xxxi. 9; Jer. ii. 8, xviii. 18). 
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The very institution of the synagogue for common worship and instruction was a Pharisaic declaration of the 

principle that the Torah is "the inheritance of the congregation of Jacob" (Deut. xxxiii. 3). In establishing schools and 

enjoining each father to see that his son was instructed in the Law the Pharisees made the Torah a power for the 

education of the Jewish people all over the world. 

The same sanctity that the priests in the Temple in Jerusalem claimed for their meals, at which they gathered with the 

recitation of benedictions and after ablutions, the Pharisees established for their meals, which were partaken of in 

holy assemblies after purifications and amidst benedictions . Especially were the Sabbath and holy days made the 

means of sanctification, 

 

From Temple practise were adopted the mode of slaughtering and the rules concerning "ta'aruvot" (the mingling of 

different kinds of food) and the "shi'urim" (the quantities constituting a prohibition of the Law). Though derived from 

Deut. vi. 7, the daily recital of the "Shema'," as well as the other parts of the divine service, is a Pharisaic institution, 

the Pharisees having established their Chavurah, or league, in each city to conduct the service. 

 

The Temple service 

In the Temple itself the Pharisees obtained a hold at an early date, when they introduced the regular daily prayers 

besides the sacrifice and the institution of the "Ma'amadot" (the representatives of the people during the sacrifices). 

Moreover, they declared that the priests were but deputies of the people. On the great Day of Atonement the high 

priest was told by the elders that he was but a messenger of the Sanhedrin and must officiate, therefore, in conformity 

with their (the Pharisees') rulings. 

 

While the Sadducean priesthood regarded the Temple as its domain and took it to be the privilege of the high priest to 

offer the daily burnt offering from his own treasury, the Pharisees demanded that it be furnished from the Temple 

treasury, which contained the contributions of the people. Similarly, the Pharisees insisted that the meal-offering 

which accompanied the meat-offering should be brought to the altar, while the Sadducees claimed it for themselves. 

 

Trivial as these differences appear, they are survivals of great issues. Thus the high priests, who, as may be learned 

from the words of Simon the Just (Midrash Leviticus Rabbah xxi.), claimed to see an apparition of the Shekinah 

when entering the Holy of Holies, kindled the incense in their censers outside and thus were enveloped in the cloud 

when entering, in order that God might appear in the cloud upon the mercy-seat (Lev. xvi. 2). The Pharisees, 

discountenancing such claims, insisted that the incense must be kindled by the high priest within the Holy of Holies 

(Sifra, Achare Mot, 3; Tosef., Yoma i. 8; Yoma 19b; Yer. Yoma i. 39a). 

 

On the other hand, the Pharisees introduced rites in the Temple which originated in popular custom and were without 

foundation in the Law. Such was the water-procession of the people, on the night of Sukkot, from the Pool of Siloam, 

ending with the libation of water in the morning and the final beating of the willow-trees upon the altar at the close of 

the feast. The rite was a symbolic prayer for the year's rain; and while the Hasidim took a prominent part in the 

outbursts of popular rejoicing to which it gave rise, the Sadducean priesthood was all the more averse to it (Suk. iv. 

9-v. 4; 43b, 48b; Tosef., Suk. iii.). In all these practises the Pharisees obtained the ascendency over the Sadducees, 

claiming to be in possession of the tradition of the fathers ("Ant." xiii. 10, § 6; 16, § 2; xviii. 1, §§ 3-4; Yoma 19b). 

 

A party of progress 

Yet the Pharisees represented also the principle of progress; they were less rigid in the execution of justice ("Ant." 

xiii. 10, § 6), and the day when the stern Sadducean code was abolished was made a festival (Meg. Ta'an. iv.). 

 

While the Sadducees in adhering to the letter of the law required "an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth," the 

Pharisees, with the exception of Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, the Shammaite, interpreted this maxim to mean due 

compensation with money (Mek., Mishpatim, 8). The principle of retaliation, however, was applied consistently by 

the Sadducees in regard to false witnesses in cases involving capital punishment; but the Pharisees were less fair. The 

former referred the law "Thou shalt do unto him as he had intended unto his brother" (Deut. xix. 19, Hebr.) only to a 

case in which the one falsely accused had been actually executed; whereas the Pharisees desired the death penalty 

inflicted upon the false witness for the intention to secure the death of the accused by means of false testimony (Sifre, 

Deut. 190; Mark i. 6; Tosef., Sanh. vi. 6; against the absurd theory, in Mak. 5b, that in case the accused has been 
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executed the false witness is exempt from the death penalty, see Geiger, l.c. p. 140). But in general the Pharisees 

surrounded the penal laws, especially the death penalty, with so many qualifications that they were rarely executed 

(see Sanh. iv. 1) 

 

The laws concerning virginity and the levirate (Deut. xxii. 17, xxv. 9) also were interpreted by the Pharisees in 

accordance with the dictates of decency and common sense, while the Sadducees adhered strictly to the letter. The 

difference concerning the right of inheritance by the daughter as against the son's daughter, which the Sadducees 

granted and the Pharisees denied (Yad. iv. 7; Meg. Ta'an. v.; Tosef., Yad. ii. 20; Yer. B. B. vii. 16a), seems to rest on 

differing practises among the various classes of people; the same is true with regard to the difference as to the 

master's responsibility for damage done by a slave or a beast. 

 

Sabbaths and festivals 

Of decisive influence, however, were the great changes wrought by the Pharisees in the Sabbath and holy days, 

inasmuch as they succeeded in lending to these days a note of cheerfulness and domestic joy, while the Sadducees 

viewed them more or less as Temple festivals, and as imposing a tone of austerity upon the common people and the 

home. 

 

To begin with the Day of Atonement, the Pharisees wrested the power of atoning for the sins of the people from the 

high priest (see Lev. xvi. 30) and transferred it to the day itself, so that atonement was effected even without sacrifice 

and priest, provided there was genuine repentance. So, too, the New Moon of the seventh month was transformed by 

them from a day of trumpet-blowing into a New-Year's Day devoted to the grand ideas of divine government and 

judgment (see New-Year). On the eve of Passover the lessons of the Exodus story, recited over the wine and the 

matzah, are given greater prominence than the paschal lamb. The Biblical command enjoining a pilgrimage to the 

Temple in the festival season is fulfilled by going to greet the teacher and listen to his instruction on a festal day, as 

in former days people went to see the prophet. 

 

Especially significant are the Pharisaic innovations in connection with the Sabbath. One of them is the special duty 

imposed upon the mistress of the home to have the light kindled before Sabbath (Shab. ii. 7), whereas the Samaritans 

and Karaites, who were in many ways followers of Sadducean teachings, saw in the prohibition against kindling fire 

on Sabbath (Ex. xxxv. 3) a prohibition also against light in the home on Sabbath eve. 

 

The Samaritans and Saducees likewise observed literally the prohibition against leaving one place on Sabbath (Ex. 

xvi. 29), while the Pharisees included the whole width of the Israelitish camp—that is, 2,000 ells, or a radius of one 

mile—in the term "place," and made allowance besides for carrying things (which is otherwise forbidden; see Jer. 

xvii. 21-24) and for extending the Sabbath limit by means of an artificial union of spheres of settlement (see 'Erub; 

Sabbath).  

 

Their object was to render the Sabbath "a delight" (Isa. lviii. 13), a day of social and spiritual joy and elevation rather 

than a day of gloom. The old Hasidim, who probably lived together in large settlements, could easily treat these as 

one large house. Yet while they excluded the women from their festal gatherings, the Pharisees, their successors, 

transformed the Sabbath and festivals into seasons of domestic joy, bringing into increasing recognition the 

importance and dignity of woman as the builder and guardian of the home. 

 

In regard to the laws of Levitical purity, which, in common with custom, excluded woman periodically, and for 

weeks and months after child-birth, from the household (Lev. xii. 4-7, xv. 19-24), the Pharisees took a common-

sense course of encouraging the wife, despite the letter of the Law, to take her usual place in the home and appear in 

her wonted dignity before her husband and children (Ket. 61a; Shab. 64b). 

 

So, too, it was with the Pharisaic leader Simeon b. Shetaḥ, who, in the reign of Queen Salome Alexandra, introduced 

the marriage document (Ketubah) in order to protect the wife against the caprice of the husband; and while the 

Shammaites would not allow the wife to be divorced unless she gave cause for suspicion of adultery, the Hillelites, 

and especially Akiva, in being more lenient in matters of divorce, had in view the welfare and peace of the home, 

which should be based upon affection. 
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Many measures were taken by the Pharisees to prevent arbitrary acts on the part of the husband. Possibly in order to 

accentuate the legal character of the divorce they insisted, against Sadducean custom, on inserting in the document 

the words "according to the law of Moses and of Israel" (Yad. iv. 8; but comp. Meg. Ta'an. vii.). 

 

Aristocracy of the learned 

Most of these controversies, recorded from the time previous to the destruction of the Temple, are but faint echoes of 

the greater issues between the Pharisaic and Sadducean parties, the latter representing the interests of the Temple, 

while the former were concerned that the spiritual life of the people should be centered in the Torah and the 

Synagogue. 

 

While the Sadducean priesthood prided itself upon its aristocracy of blood (Sanh. iv. 2; Mid. v. 4; Ket. 25a; Josephus, 

"Contra Ap." i., § 7), the Pharisees created an aristocracy of learning instead, declaring a bastard who is a student of 

the Law to be higher in rank than an ignorant high priest (Hor. 13a), and glorying in the fact that their most 

prominent leaders were descendants of proselytes (Yoma 71b; Sanh. 96b). 

 

For the decision of their Scribes, they claimed the same authority as for the Biblical law, even in case of error (Sifre, 

Deut. 153-154); they endowed them with the power to abrogate the Law at times, and they went so far as to say that 

he who transgressed their words deserved death (Ber. 4a). By dint of this authority, claimed to be divine (R. H. 25a), 

they put the entire calendric system upon a new basis, independent of the priesthood. They took many burdens from 

the people by claiming for the sage, or scribe, the power of dissolving vows. 

 

On the whole, however, they added new restrictions to the Biblical law in order to keep the people at a safe distance 

from forbidden ground; as they termed it, "they made a fence around the Law", interpreting the words "Ye shall 

watch my watch" (Lev. xviii. 30, Hebr.) to mean "Ye shall place a guard around my guard" (Yeb. 21a). Thus they 

forbade the people to drink wine or eat with the heathen, in order to prevent associations which might lead either to 

intermarriage or to idolatry (Shab. 17b). To the forbidden marriages of the Mosaic law relating to incest (Lev. xviii.-

xx.) they added a number of others (Yeb. ii. 4). 

 

After they had determined the kinds of work prohibited on the Sabbath they forbade the use of many things on the 

Sabbath on the ground that their use might lead to some prohibited labor. 

 

Also in regard to moral laws there are such additional prohibitions, as, for instance, the prohibition against what is 

called "the dust of slanderous speech" (Yer. Peah i. 16a) or "the dust of usury" (B. M. 61b), or against unfair 

dealings, such as gambling, or keeping animals that feed on property of the neighbors. 

 

Doctrines of the Pharisees 

The aim and object of the Torah, according to Pharisaic principles, are the training of man to a full realization of his 

responsibility to God and to the consecration of life by the performance of its manifold duties: the one is called "the 

yoke of God's Kingship" and the other "the yoke of God's commandments". 

 

Every morning and evening the Jew takes both upon himself when reciting the "Shema'" (Berachot ii. 2). "The Torah 

preaches: Take upon yourselves the yoke of God's Kingdom; let the fear of God be your judge and arbiter, and deal 

with one another according to the dictates of love" (Sifre, Deut. 323). So says Josephus: "For the Jewish lawgiver all 

virtues are parts of religion" ("Contra Ap." ii., §§ 17, 19; comp. Philo, "De Opificio Mundi," §§ 52, 55). 

 

Cain and the generation of the Flood sinned in that they denied that there are a Judgment and a Judge and a future of 

retribution (Targ. Yer. to Gen. iv. 8; Gen. R. xxvi.). The acceptance of God's Kingship implies acceptance of His 

commandments also, both such as are dictated by reason and the human conscience and such as are special decrees of 

God as Ruler (Sifra, Aḥare Mot, 13). It means a perfect heart that fears the very thought of sin (Sifra, Ḳedoshim, 2); 

the avoidance of sin from love of God (ib. 11); the fulfilment of His commandments without expectation of reward 

('Ab. Zarah 19a); the avoidance of any impure thought or any act that may lead to sin (ib. 20b, with reference to 

Deut. xxiii. 10). The acceptance of God's Kingship implies also recognition of His just dealing with man, and a 
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thankful attitude, even in misfortune (Sifre, Deut. 32, 53; Sifra, Shemini, 1; Mek., Yitro, 10; Ber. ix. 5, 60b). God's 

Kingship, first proclaimed by Abraham (Sifre, Deut. 313) and accepted by Israel (Mek., Yitro), shall be universally 

recognized in the future. 

 

The future life 

This is the Messianic hope of the Pharisees, voiced in all parts of the synagogal liturgy; but it meant also the 

cessation of the kingdom of the worldly powers identified with idolatry and injustice. In fact, for the ancient Hasidim, 

God's Kingship excluded that of any other. The Pharisees, who yielded to the temporary powers and enjoined the 

people to pray for the government (Abot iii. 2), waited nevertheless for the Kingdom of God, consoling themselves in 

the meantime with the spiritual freedom granted by the study of the Law (Abot vi. 2). "He who takes upon himself 

the yoke of the Torah, the yoke of the worldly kingdom and of worldly care, will be removed from him" (Abot iii. 5). 

Josephus ("B. J." ii. 8, § 14; "Ant." xiii. 5, § 9; xviii. 1, § 3) carefully avoids mentioning the most essential doctrine 

of the Pharisees, the Messianic hope, which the Sadducees did not share with them; while for the Essenes time and 

conditions were predicted in their apocalyptic writings. Instead, Josephus merely says that "they ascribe everything to 

fate without depriving man of his freedom of action." 

 

This idea is expressed by Akiba: "Everything is foreseen [that is, predestined]; but at the same time freedom is given" 

(Abot iii. 15). Akiba, however, declares, "The world is judged by grace [not by blind fate nor by the Pauline law], 

and everything is determined by man's actions [not by blind acceptance of certain creeds]." Similar to Josephus' 

remark is the rabbinical saying, "All is decreed by God except fear of God" (Ber. 33b). "Man may act either 

virtuously or viciously, and his rewards or punishmentsin the future shall be accordingly" ("Ant." xviii. 1, § 3). This 

corresponds with the "two ways of the Jewish teaching" (Ab. R. N. xxv.; see Didache). But it was not the immortality 

of the soul which the Pharisees believed in, as Josephus puts it, but the resurrection of the body as expressed in the 

liturgy, and this formed part of their Messianic hope. 

 

In contradistinction to the Sadducees, who were satisfied with the political life committed to their own power as the 

ruling dynasty, the Pharisees represented the views and hopes of the people. The same was the case with regard to the 

belief in angels and demons. As Ecclesiastes and Ecclesiasticus indicate, the upper classes adhered for a long time to 

the Biblical view concerning the soul and the hereafter, caring little for the Angelology and Demonology of the 

Pharisees. These used them, with the help of the Ma'aseh Bereshit and Ma'aseh Merkabah, not only to amplify the 

Biblical account, but to remove from the Bible anthropomorphisms and similarly obnoxious verbiage concerning the 

Deity by referring them to angelic and intermediary powers (for instance, Gen. i. 26), and thereby to gradually 

sublimate and spiritualize the conception of God. 

 

Ethics 

The Pharisees are furthermore described by Josephus as extremely virtuous and sober. The ethics of the Pharisees is 

based upon the principle "Be holy, as the Lord your God is holy" (Lev. xix. 2, Hebr.); that is, strive to imitate God. 

 

"Love thy neighbor as thyself" is declared by them to be the principal law (Talmud, tractate Shabbat 30a; Ab. R. N., 

text B, xxvi.), and, in order to demonstrate its universality, to be based on the verse declaring man to be made in the 

image of God (Gen. v. 1). "As God makes the sun shine alike upon the good and the evil," so does God extend His 

fatherly love to all (Shir ha-Shirim Zuṭa, i.; Sifre, Num. 134, Deut. 31, 40). 

 

Idolatry is hated on account of the moral depravity to which it leads (Sifre, Num. 157), but the idolater who becomes 

an observer of the Law ranks with the high priest. It is a slanderous misrepresentation of the Pharisees to state that 

they "divorced morality and religion," when everywhere virtue, probity, and benevolence are declared by them to be 

the essence of the Law (Mak. 23b-24a; Tosef., Peah, iv. 19; et al.; see Ethics). 

 

The charge of hypocrisy 

The famous story on the matter was in Ber.28a when Gamaliel II found his academy practically empty when he 

demanded "anyone whose inside is not like his outside absent himself from the academy". Thus it was that the 

admission of Hypocrisy was the best answer to Hypocrisy.  
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At the end of the story Gamaliel II also submits to hipocrisy in resinding his decree being that it is better to do the 

right thing for the wrong motive than not to do the right thing at all. There is in Rabbinic literature refering to various 

types of Parushim like for example the Pestle Parush whose head is bent in mock humility like a pestle in a mortar. 

The best answer would be to let the literature speak for itself. In the end we find a much more human movement and 

the least holier than thou attitude amongst them than the puritans of perhaps any other religion. "Whatever good a 

man does he should do it for the glory of God" (Ab. ii. 13; Ber. 17a).  

 

Nicodemus is blamed for having given of his wealth to the poor in an ostentatious manner (Ket. 66b). An evil action 

may be justified where the motive is a good one (Ber. 63a). Still, the very air of sanctity surrounding the life of the 

Pharisees often led to abuses. Alexander Jannæus warned his wife not against the Pharisees, his declared enemies, 

but against "the chameleon- or hyena- ["ẓebo'im"-] like hypocrites who act like Zimri and claim the reward of 

Phinehas:" (Soṭah 22b). An ancient baraita enumerates seven classes of Pharisees, of which five consist of either 

eccentric fools or hypocrites: (1) "the shoulder Pharisee," who wears, as it were, his good actions. ostentatiously upon 

his shoulder; (2) "the wait-a-little Pharisee," who ever says, "Wait a little, until I have performed the good act 

awaiting me"; (3), "the bruised Pharisee," who in order to avoid looking at a woman runs against the wall so as to 

bruise himself and bleed; (4) "the pestle Pharisee," who walks with head down like the pestle in the mortar; (5) "the 

ever-reckoning Pharisee," who says, "Let me know what good I may do to counteract my neglect"; (6) "the God-

fearing Pharisee," after the manner of Job; (7) "the God-loving Pharisee," after the manner of Abraham (Yer. Ber. ix. 

14b; Soṭah 22b; Ab. R. N., text A, xxxvii.; text B, xlv. [ed. Schechter, pp. 55, 62]; the explanations in both Talmuds 

vary greatly; see Chwolson, "Das Letzte-Passahmahl," p. 116). R. Joshua b. Hananiah, at the beginning of the second 

century, calls eccentric Pharisees "destroyers of the world" (Soṭah iii. 4); and the term "Pharisaic plagues" is 

frequently used by the leaders of the time (Yer. Soṭah iii. 19a). 

 

It is such types of Pharisees that Jesus had in view when hurling his scathing words of condemnation against the 

Pharisees, whom he denounced as "hypocrites," calling them "offspring of vipers" ("hyenas"; see Ẓebu'im); "whited 

sepulchers which outwardly appear beautiful, but inwardly are full of dead men's bones"; "blind guides," "which 

strain out the gnat and swallow the camel" (Matt. vi. 2-5, 16; xii. 34; xv. 14; xxiii. 24, 27, Greek). He himself tells his 

disciples to do as the Scribes and "Pharisees who sit on Moses' seat [see Almemar] bid them do"; but he blames them 

for not acting in the right spirit, for wearing large phylacteries and ẓiẓit, and for pretentiousness in many other things 

(ib. xxiii. 2-7). Exactly so are hypocrites censured in the Midrash (Pes. R. xxii. [ed. Friedmann, p. 111]); wearing 

tefillin and ẓiẓit, they harbor evil intentions in their breasts. Otherwise the Pharisees appear as friends of Jesus (Luke 

vii. 37, xiii. 31) and of the early Christians (Acts v. 38, xxiii. 9; "Ant." xx. 9, § 1). 

 

Only in regard to intercourse with the unclean and "unwashed" multitude, with the 'am ha-areẓ, the publican, and the 

sinner, did Jesus differ widely from the Pharisees (Mark ii. 16; Luke v. 30, vii. 39, xi. 38, xv. 2, xix. 7). In regard to 

the main doctrine he fully agreed with them, as the old version (Mark xii. 28-34) still has it. Owing, however, to the 

hostile attitude taken toward the Pharisaic schools by Pauline Christianity, especially in the time of the emperor 

Hadrian, "Pharisees" was inserted in the Gospels wherever the high priests and Sadducees or Herodians were 

originally mentioned as the persecutors of Jesus (see New Testament), and a false impression, which still prevails in 

Christian circles and among all Christian writers, was created concerning the Pharisees. 

 

History of the Pharisees 

It is difficult to state at what time the Pharisees, as a party, arose. Josephus first mentions them inconnection with 

Jonathan, the successor of Judas Maccabeus ("Ant." xiii. 5, § 9). Under John Hyrcanus (135-105) they appear as a 

powerful party opposing the Sadducean proclivities of the king, who had formerly been a disciple of theirs, though 

the story as told by Josephus is unhistorical ("Ant." xiii. 10, § 5; comp. Jubilees, Book of, and Testament of the 

Twelve Patriarchs). 

 

The Hasmonean dynasty met with little support from the Pharisees, whose aim was the maintenance of a religious 

spirit in accordance with their interpretation of the Law . Under Alexander Jannæus (104-78) the conflict between the 

people, siding with the Pharisees, and the king became bitter and ended in cruel carnage ("Ant." xiii. 13, § 5; xiv. 1, § 

2). Under his widow, Salome Alexandra (78-69), the Pharisees, led by Simeon ben Shetah;, came to power. But the 
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bloody vengeance they took upon the Sadducees led to a terrible reaction, and under Aristobulus (69-63) the 

Sadducees regained their power ("Ant." xiii. 16, § 2-xiv. 1, § 2). 

 

Amidst the bitter struggle which ensued, the Pharisees appeared before Pompey asking him to interfere and restore 

the old priesthood while abolishing the royalty of the Hasmoneans altogether ("Ant." xiv. 3, § 2). The defilement of 

the Temple in Jerusalem by Pompey was regarded by the Pharisees as a divine punishment of Sadducean misrule. 

After Jewish national independence had been lost, the Pharisees gained in influence while the star of the Sadducees 

waned. Herod found his chief opponents among the latter, and so he put the leaders of the Sanhedrin to death while 

endeavoring by a milder treatment to win the favor of the leaders of the Pharisees, who, though they refused to take 

the oath of allegiance, were otherwise friendly to him ("Ant." xiv. 9, § 4; xv. 1, § 1; 10, § 4; 11, §§ 5-6). Only when 

he provoked their indignation by his heathen proclivities did the Pharisees become his enemies and fall victims (4 

B.C.) to his bloodthirstiness ("Ant." xvii. 2, § 4; 6, §§ 2-4). 

 

The family of Boethus, whom Herod had raised to the high-priesthood, revived the spirit of the Sadducees, and 

thenceforth the Pharisees again had them as antagonists; still, they no longer possessed their former power, as the 

people always sided with the Pharisees ("Ant." xviii. 1, § 4). In King Agrippa (41-44) the Pharisees had a supporter 

and friend, and with the destruction of the Temple the Sadducees disappeared altogether, leaving the regulation of all 

Jewish affairs in the hands of the Pharisees. 

 

From this time on Jewish life was regulated by the teachings of the Pharisees; the history of Judaism was seen from 

the Pharisaic point of view, and a new aspect was given to the Sanhedrin of the past. A new chain of tradition 

supplanted the older, priestly tradition (Abot i. 1). Pharisaism shaped the character of Judaism and the life and 

thought of the Jew for all the future. 

 

One of the main contributing factors for the dominance of Pharisee belief, and its subsequent development as the 

mainstream rabbinic Judaism, is its relative flexibility in Jewish law and Jewish belief. This allowed the 

pharisses/rabbinic Jews a way to develop a way of life that was not centered on the Temple in Jerusalem. 

 

As an example, the pharisee/rabbinic Jewish response to the loss of the Temple can be found in a classic midrash, 

Avot D'Rabbi Nathan: 

 

"The Temple is destroyed. We never witnessed its glory. But Rabbi Joshua did. And when he looked at the Temple 

ruins one day, he burst into tears. "Alas for us! The place which atoned for the sins of all the people Israel lies in 

ruins!" Then Rabbi Yohannan ben Zakkai spoke to him these words of comfort: "Be not grieved, my son. There is 

another way of gaining ritual atonement, even though the Temple is destroyed. We must now gain ritual atonement 

through deeds of loving-kindness." 

 

Background: The Religion of Ancient Israel 

The religion of ancient Israel, like those of most ancient Near Eastern societies, centered on a Temple, served by a 

caste of priests, who sacrificed offerings to their god. Among the Children of Israel priests claimed descent from 

Aaron of the tribe of Levi, and were believed to have been chosen by God to care for the Tabernacle. 

 

In ancient Israel, as in most ancient Near Eastern societies, the institution of the priesthood was closely tied with the 

monarchy. The religious authority of the priests was institutionalized with the construction of the Temple in 

Jerusalem around 950 BCE, and when the high priest Zadok anointed Solomon king. At that time priestly power was 

legitimated and constrained by the monarchy, controlled by the House of David of the tribe of Judah. During the First 

Temple Era (from around 950 BCE to 586 BCE), the priests were limited to their work in the Temple; political 

power officially rested in the hands of a king who ruled, ideally, by divine right. 

 

In most ancient societies sacrifice was the only form of worship. Unlike many other religions of the time, however, 

the Children of Israel had sacred texts (later edited into the Torah, or Five Books of Moses) which contained moral 

stories and teachings, as well as laws, which provided all people with ways to worship their God in the course of 
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their everyday lives. Prophets, inspired by God and by the values and teachings embodied in the sacred texts, 

however, often criticized the king, elites, or the masses and provided another potent political force. 

 

Both the Temple and the Monarchy were destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BCE, and most Jews were sent into 

exile. 

 

Pharisees in the Second Temple Era 

In 539 BCE the Persians conquered Babylon and in 537 BCE, inaugurating the Persian period of Jewish history. 

Cyrus the Great allowed Jews to return to Judea and rebuild the Temple (completed in 515 BCE). He did not, 

however, allow the restoration of the monarchy, which left the priests as the dominant authority. Without the 

constraining power of the monarchy, the authority of the Temple was amplified. Around this time the Sadducee party 

emerged as the party of the priests and allied elites; the name Sadducee comes from Zadok. Nevertheless, the Second 

Temple had been constructed under the auspices of a foreign power, and there were lingering questions about its 

legitimacy. This provided the condition for the development of various sects (including Josephus's "schools of 

thought"), each of which claimed exclusive authority to represent "Judaism," and typically shunned social 

intercourse, especially marriage, with members of other sects. 

 

One of the earliest of these competing sects was the Pharisees, who had its origins in a relatively new group of 

authorities -- scribes and sages. The end of the Babylonian Exile saw not only the construction of the Second Temple, 

but the canonization of the Bible as well. Although the priests controlled the monarchy and the Temple, scribes and 

sages (who would later come to be addressed as rabbi, "my master") monopolized the study of the Torah, which was 

read publicly on market-days, a practice which was institutionalized after the return from the Babylonian exile. These 

sages developed and maintained an oral tradition alongside of the Holy Writ, and identified with the prophets 

(Biblical political and religious reformers who came from other tribes than Levi). The rift between the priests and the 

sages developed during the Hellenistic period, when the Jews faced new political and cultural struggles. 

 

The Hellenistic period of Jewish history began in 332 BCE when Alexander the Great conquered Persia. By the 2nd 

century BCE. Judea was subject to the Syrian-Hellenic Seleucid Empire. Generally, the Jews accepted foreign rule as 

long as they were only expected to pay tribute, and otherwise allowed to govern themselves. Conflicts arose when 

Antiochus Epiphanes began a program of forced helenization with the support of the priestly aristocracy -- many of 

whom began to turn away from the practice of circumcision (the sign of the covenant between God and the Children 

of Israel) in order to exercise in the gymnasion. When Antiochus pillaged the Temple and ordered sacrifices to Greek 

gods, Mattathias and his son Judah Maccabee, priests of the Hasmon family, led a bloody revolt. After defeating the 

Seleucid forces, Judah's nephew John Hyrcanus established a new monarchy in the form of the priestly Hasmonean 

dynasty in 152 BCE -- thus establishing priests as political as well as religious authorities. Although the Hasmoneans 

were heroes for resisting the Seleucids, their reign lacked the legitimacy of the Davidic dynasty of the First Temple 

Era. It was around this time that the sages and scribes congealed into a political party known as the Pharisees, or 

"separatists." This term may owe to their rejection of Hellenic culture or to their objection to the Hasmonean 

monopoly on power. 

 

The political rift between the two parties became evident when Pharisees demanded that the Hasmonean king 

Alexander Jannai choose between being king and being High Priest. This demand led to a brief civil war that ended 

with a bloody repression of the Pharisees, although at his deathbed the king called for a reconciliation between the 

two parties. Alexander was succeeded by his widow, Salome Alexandra, whose brother, Simeon ben Shetah, was a 

leading Pharisee. Upon her death her elder son, Hyrcanus, sought Pharisee support, and her younger son, Aristobulus, 

sought the support of the Sadducees. 

 

The conflict between Hyrcanus and Aristobulus culminated in a civil war that ended when the Roman general 

Pompey captured Jerusalem in 63 BCE and inaugurated the Roman period of Jewish history. Pompey ended the 

monarchy and named Hyrcanus high priest and ethnarch (a lesser title than "king"). In 57 BCE Hyrcanus was 

deprived of all political authority. Ultimate jurisdiction of Judea and the Galilee was given to the Proconsul of Syria, 

who ruled through two Idumean brothers, Phasael (who served as military governor of Judea) and Herod (who served 

as military governor of the Galilee). In 40 BCE Aristobulus's son Antigonus overthrew Hyrcanus and named himself 
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king and high priest. Herod fled to Rome, and, with the support of Marcus Antonius and Octavian, secured 

recognition by the Roman Senate as king -- confirming the termination of the Hasmonean dynasty. After Herod died, 

Augustus designated one son tetrarch of the Galilee, and another son ethnarch of Judea (including Samaria and 

Idumea). After 6 CE Judea was governed indirectly by a Roman prefect or procurator, and directly by a Roman-

appointed high priest. 

 

It was during this time that the Sanhedrin was established. In 57 BCE the Proconsul Cabineus established five 

regional synhedria, or councils, of 23 elders, to regulate the internal affairs of the Jews. The Sanhedrin was a 

legislative council of 71 elders chaired by the high priest, that interpreted Jewish law and adjudicated appeals, 

especially in ritual matters. The specific number of councils, members of councils, and their powers actually varied 

depending on Roman policy. 

During this period Judea and Galilee were effectively semi-autonomous client-states. Rome was content to receive 

tribute, although some emperors considered installing a statue of themselves or a Roman god in the Temple. For the 

most part, Jews were willing to pay tribute, although they complained when it was excessive, and absolutely refused 

to allow a graven image in their Temple. The primary tasks of the tetrarch and high priest were to collect tribute, 

convince the Romans not to interfere with the Temple, and ensure that the Jews not rebel. There is a record of only 

one high priest (Ananus, in 62 CE) being a Saducee, although scholars generally assume that the Sanhedrin was 

dominated by Saducees. The Pharisees were politically quiescent, content to study, teach, and worship in their own 

way. Although popular, they had no power. 

 

Pharisees in the Rabbinic Era 

By 66 CE Jewish discontent with Rome had escalated. At first, the priests tried to suppress rebellion, even calling 

upon the Pharisees for help. After the Roman garrison failed to stop Hellenists from desecrating a synagogue in 

Caesarea, however, the high priest suspended payment of tribute, inaugurating the Great Jewish Revolt. The 

destruction of the Second Temple by the Romans in 70 CE not only put an end to the revolt, it marked the end of an 

era. It was also a profoundly traumatic experience for the Jews, who were now confronted with difficult and far-

reaching questions: 

 How to achieve atonement without the Temple?  

 How to explain the disastrous outcome of the rebellion?  

 How to live in the post-Temple, Romanized world?  

 How to connect present and past traditions?  

 

How people answered these questioned depended largely on their position prior to the revolt. Revolutionaries like the 

Zealots had been crushed by the Romans, and had little credibility (the last Zealots died at Masada in 73 CE). 

Similarly, the Sadducees, whose teachings were so closely connected to the Temple cult, disappeared. 

 

The Essenes too disappeared, perhaps because their teachings so diverged from the concerns of the times. Briefly, the 

Essenes were the followers of a group of priests who had essentially rejected the Second Temple. They argued that 

the Essene community was itself the new Temple, and that obedience to the law represented a new form of sacrifice. 

Accordingly, the destruction of the Second Temple was of no consequence to them; precisely for this reason, they 

were of little consequence to the vast majority of Jews. Although their lack of concern for the Second Temple and its 

destruction alienated them from the great mass of Jews, their notion that the sacred could exist outside of the Temple 

was shared by Christians and Pharisees. 

 

Christians too, however, were relatively unconcerned with the destruction of the Temple since they believed that 

Jesus had already replaced the Temple as the expression of a new covenant. When Christians failed to attract a large 

number of followers from among the Jews -- perhaps because, in the aftermath of the revolt, Jews were afraid that 

talk of a new king and a new kingdom would provoke Roman wrath, or because most Jews did not feel that the 

destruction of the Temple signified the abrogation of their covenant with God -- they turned to Gentile converts, 

distanced themselves from the rebellious Jews, and emerged as a new religion. 

 

Of all the major Second Temple sects, only the Pharisees remained. Although they had accepted the importance of 

the Temple, their vision of Jewish law as a means by which ordinary people could engage with the sacred in their 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marcus_Antonius
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caesar_Augustus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Senate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/6
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanhedrin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/57_BCE
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/62
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/66
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caesarea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Jewish_Revolt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/70
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Masada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/73


Page 27 of 154 

 

daily lives, provided them with a position from which to respond to all four challenges, in a way meaningful to the 

vast majority of Jews. 

 

Following the destruction of the Temple, Rome governed Judea through a Procurator at Caesarea and a Jewish 

Patriarch. Yohanan ben Zakkai, a leading Pharisee, was appointed the first Patriarch (the Hebrew word, Nasi, also 

means prince, or president), and he reestablished the Sanhedrin at Javneh under Pharisee control. The rabbis rejected 

the sectarianism that had dominated Jewish life during the Second Temple Era; Pharisaism emerged as the dominant 

form of Judaism, which came to be known as "Rabbinic" Judaism. The Rabbinic Era itself is divided into two 

periods, that of the Tannaim (from the Aramaic word for "repeat," also used to mean "learn"), who wrote the Mishna, 

and that of the Amoraim (from the Aramaic word for "speaker"), who wrote the Talmud. Instead of giving tithes to 

the priests and sacrificing offerings at the Temple, Jews gave money to charities and studied in local Synagogues. 

 

When the Emperor Hadrian threatened to rebuild Jerusalem as a pagan city dedicated to Jupiter, in 132 CE, some of 

the leading sages of the Sanhedrin supported a rebellion (and, for a short time, an independent state) led by Simon 

bar Kozeba (also called Bar Kochba, or "son of a star"); some, such as Rabbi Akiba, believed Bar Kochbah to be 

messiah, or king. This revolt ended in 135 CE when Bar Kochba and his army were defeated. According to a 

midrash, in addition to Bar Kochba the Romans executed ten leading members of the Sanhedrin: the high priest, R. 

Ishmael; the president of the Sanhedrin, R. Shimon ben Gamaliel; R. Akiba; R. Hanania ben Teradion; the interpreter 

of the Sanhedrin, R. Huspith; R.Eliezer ben Shamua; R. Hanina ben Hakinai; the secretary of the Sanhedrin, R. 

Yeshevav; R. Yehuda ben Dama; and R. Yehuda ben Baba.  

 

The Rabbinic account describes agonizing tortures: R. Akiba was flayed, and R. Hanania was burned at a stake, with 

wet wool held by a Torah scroll wrapped around his body to prolong his death. This account also claims that the 

rabbis were executed to atone for the guilt of the ten brothers who kidnapped Joseph. It is possible that this account 

represents a Pharisaic response to the Christian account of Jesus' crucifixion; in both accounts the Romans brutally 

punish rebels, who accept their torture as atonement for the crimes of others. 

 

After the suppression of the revolt the vast majority of Jews were sent into exile; shortly thereafter, Judah haNasi 

edited together Tannaitic judgements and traditions into the Mishna, one of the key texts of Rabbinic Judaism. 

 

Pharisaic principles and values 

At first the values of the Pharisees developed through their sectarian debates with the Sadducees; then they developed 

through internal, non-sectarian debates over the law as an adaptation to life without the Temple, and life in exile, and 

to a more limited degree, life in conflict with Christianity. These shifts mark the transformation of Pharasaic to 

Rabbinic Judaism. 

 

One belief central to the Pharisees was shared by all Jews of the time: monotheism. This is evident in the practice of 

reciting the Shema, select verses from the Torah, at the Temple and in synagogues. The Shema begins with the 

verses, "Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God; the Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

with all your soul, and with all your might." According to the Mishna, these passages were recited in the Temple 

along with the twice-daily Tamid offering; Jews in the diaspora, who did not have access to the Temple, recited these 

passages in their houses of prayer (in Greek, proseuchai). After the destruction of the Temple, the Rabbis established 

that Jews both in Judea and in the diaspora must pray twice a day, and include in their prayers a recitation of these 

passages. 

 

According to Josephus, whereas the Sadducees believed that people have total free will and the Essenes believed that 

all of a person's life is predestined, the Pharisees believed that people have free will but that God also has 

foreknowledge of human destiny. According to Josephus, Pharisees were further distinguished from the Sadducees in 

that Pharisees believed in the resurrection of the dead. 

 

It is likely that Josephus highlighted these differences because he was writing for a Gentile audience, and questions 

concerning fate and a life after death were important in Hellenic philosophy. In fact, it is difficult, or impossible, to 

reconstruct a Second Temple Pharisaic theology, because Judaism itself is non-creedal; that is, there is no dogma or 
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set of orthodox beliefs that Jews believed were required of Jews. Josephus himself emphasized laws rather than 

beliefs when he described the characteristics of an apostate (a Jew who does not follow traditional customs) and the 

requirements for conversion to Judaism (circumcision, and adherence to traditional customs). In fact, the most 

important divisions among different Jewish sects had to do with debates over three areas of law: marriage, the 

Sabbath and religious festivals, and the Temple and purity. Debates over these and other matters of law continue to 

define Judaism more than any particular dogma or creed. 

 

Not one tractate of the key Rabbinic texts, Mishnah and the Talmud, is devoted to theological issues; these texts are 

concerned primarily with interpretations of Jewish law. Only one chapter of the Mishnah deals with theological 

issues; it asserts that three kinds of people will have no share in "the world to come:" those who deny the resurrection 

of the dead, those who deny the divinity of the Torah, and Epicureans (who deny divine supervision of human 

affairs). Another passage suggests a different set of core principles: normally, a Jew may violate any law to save a 

life, but in Sanhedrin 74a, a ruling orders Jews to accept martyrdom rather than violate the laws against idolatry, 

murder, or adultery. (Judah haNasi, however, said that Jews must "be meticulous in small religious duties as well as 

large ones, because you do not know what sort of reward is coming for any of the religious duties," suggesting that 

all laws are of equal importance). In comparison with Christianity, the Rabbis were not especially concerned with the 

messiah or claims about the messiah. 

 

Fundamentally, the Pharisees created a form of Judaism that extended beyond the Temple, applying Jewish law to 

mundane activities in order to sanctify the every-day world. Moreover, this was a more democratic form of Judaism, 

in which rituals were not monopolized by an inherited priesthood but rather could be performed by all adult Jews 

individually or collectively; whose leaders were not determined by birth but by scholarly achievement. In general, the 

Pharisees emphasized a commitment to social justice, belief in the brotherhood of mankind, and a faith in the 

redemption of the Jewish nation and, ultimately, humanity. Moreover, they believed that these ends would be 

achieved through halakha ("the way"), a corpus of laws derived from a close reading of sacred texts. This belief 

entailed both a commitment to relate religion to ordinary concerns and daily life, and a commitment to study and 

scholarly debate. 

 

The commitment to relate religion to daily life through the law has led some to infer that the Pharisees were more 

legalistic than other sects in the Second Temple Era. This is not true -- the Saducees interpreted the Torah literally, 

and the Essenes governed themselves through elaborate rules and regulations (Josephus does claim that the Pharisees 

were the "strictest" observers of the law, but he likely meant "most accurate"). It is more accurate to say they were 

legalistic in a different way. In some cases Pharisaic values led to an extension of the law -- for example, the Torah 

requires priests to bathe themselves before entering the Temple. The Pharisees washed themselves before Sabbath 

and festival meals (in effect, making these holidays "temples in time"), and, eventually, before all meals. Although 

this seems burdensome compared to the practices of other sects, in other cases, Pharisaic law was less strict. For 

example, Biblical law prohibits Jews from carrying objects out of their houses on the Sabbath. This law prevented 

Jews from carrying cooked dishes to the homes of friends for festive meals. The Pharisees decided that adjacent 

houses connected by lintels or fences symbolically constitute one house, so that people could carry objects from 

building to building. 

 

During the Second Temple era, when Jews were divided into sects, Pharisees did not insist that all Jews follow their 

rules; each sect had its own interpretation of the law. Each sect claimed a monopoly on the truth, and discouraged 

marriage between members of different sects. Members of different sects did, however, argue with one another over 

the correctness of their respective interpretations. After the destruction of the Second Temple, these sectarian 

divisions ended. The Rabbis avoided the term "Pharisee," perhaps because it was a term more often used by non-

Pharisees, but also because the term was explicitly sectarian. The Rabbis claimed leadership over all Jews, and added 

to the Amidah the birkat haMinim, a prayer which in part exclaims, "Praised are You O Lord, who breaks enemies 

and defeats the arrogant," and which is understood as a rejection of sectarians and sectarianism. This shift by no 

means resolved conflicts over the interpretation of the Torah; rather, it relocated debates between sects to debates 

within Rabbinic Judaism. The Pharisaic commitment to scholarly debate as a value in and of itself, rather than merely 

a byproduct of sectarianism, emerged as a defining feature of Judaism. This tradition of study and debate reached its 
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fullest expression in the development of the Talmudim, elaborations of the Mishnah and records of Rabbinic debates 

and discussions, compiled around 400 CE in Palestine and around 500 CE in Babylon. 

 

Pharisaic wisdom was compiled in one book of the Mishna, Pirke Avot. The Pharisaic attitude is perhaps best 

exemplified by a story about Hillel the Elder, who lived at the end of the 1st century BCE. A man once challenged 

the sage to explain the law while standing on one foot. Hillel replied, "That which is hateful to you, do not do to your 

neighbor. That is the whole Torah; the rest is commentary. Go and study it." 

 

"Pharisees" and Christianity 

One sign of the Pharisaic emphasis on debate and differences of opinion is that the Mishnah and Talmud mark 

different generations of scholars in terms of different pairs of contending schools. Around the time of Jesus' birth, the 

two major schools were those of Hillel and Shammai. After Hillel died in 20 CE, Shammai assumed the office of 

president of the Sanhedrin until he died in 30 CE. Followers of these two sages dominated scholarly debate over the 

following decades (although the Talmud records the arguments and positions of the school of Shammai, the 

teachings of the school of Hillel were ultimately taken as authoritative). 

 

In the 4th century CE, Christians canonized a "New Testament" consisting of texts written between 60 CE and about 

150 CE, which spell out a "new covenant" and provides the case for its basis in the Bible. In the "New Testament" 

the ruling Pharisees of his time (the house of Shammai) are often represented as being the ideological foes of Jesus. 

 

An important binary in the New Testament is the opposition between law and love. Accordingly, the New Testament 

presents the Pharisees as obsessed with man-made rules (especially concerning purity) whereas Jesus is more 

concerned with God’s love; the Pharisees scorn sinners whereas Jesus seeks them out. Because of the New 

Testament's frequent depictions of Pharisees as self-righteous rule-followers, and because most scholars agree that 

the gospels place the blame for Jesus' crucifixion on a large faction of Pharisees, the word "pharisee" (and its 

derivatives: "pharisaical", etc.) has come into semi-common usage in English to describe a hypocritical and arrogant 

person who places the letter of the law above its spirit. Jews today, who ascribe to Pharisaic Judaism, typically find 

this insulting if not anti-Semitic. 

 

Many non-Christians object that the four Gospels, which were canonized after Christianity had separated from 

Judaism (and after Pharisaism emerged as the dominant form of Judaism), are likely a very biased source concerning 

the conduct of the Pharisees. Some have argued that Jesus was himself a Pharisee, and that his arguments with 

Pharisees is a sign of inclusion rather than fundamental conflict (disputation is the dominant narrative mode in the 

Talmud). Jesus' emphasis on loving one's neighbor, for example, echoes the teaching of the school of Hillel (Jesus' 

views of divorce, however, are closer to those of the school of Shammai). Others have argued that the portrait of the 

Pharisees in the New Testament is an anachronistic caricature. For example, when Jesus declares the sins of a 

paralytic man forgiven, the New Testament has the Pharisees criticizing Jesus' blasphemy. But Jewish sources from 

the time commonly associate illness with sin and healing with forgiveness, and there is no actual Rabbinic source 

that questions or criticizes this practice. Although the New Testament presents the Pharisees as obsessed with 

avoiding impurity, Rabbinic texts reveal that the Pharisees were concerned merely with offering means for removing 

impurities, so that a person could again participate in the community. According to the New Testament, Pharisees 

wanted to punish Jesus for healing a man's withered hand on the Sabbath, but there is no Rabbinic rule according to 

which Jesus had violated the Sabbath. According to the New Testament the Pharisees objected to Jesus's mission to 

outcast groups such as beggars and tax-collectors, but Rabbinic texts actually emphasize the availability of 

forgiveness to all. Indeed, much of Jesus' teaching is consistent with that of the Pharisees. Some scholars believe that 

those passages of the New Testament that present a caricature of the Pharisees were not written during Jesus' lifetime 

but rather sometime after the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, at a time when it had become clear that most Jews 

did not consider Jesus to be the messiah. At this time Christians sought most new converts from among the gentiles. 

They thus presented a story of Jesus that was more sympathetic to Romans than to Jews. Moreover, it was only after 

70 CE that the Phariseeism emerged as the dominant form of Judaism. For Christian leaders at this time to present 

Christianity as the legitimate heir to the Old Testament Covenant, they had to devalue Rabbinic Judaism. 
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Summary of Disputes Among the Three Parties 

Sect: Sadducees Pharisees Essenes 

Social Class: Priests, aristocrats Common people ? 

Figures of Authority: Priests "Disciples of the Wise" "Teacher of Righteousness" 

Attitude to 

Hellenism: 
For Selective Against 

Attitide to 

Hasmoneans: 

Opposed usurpation of 

priesthood by non-Zadokites 

Varied?  

Opposed usurpation of monarchy? 

Varied?  

Personally opposed to Jonathan 

("Wicked Priest")? 

Theology:  

1. Free will  

2. Angels  

3. Afterlife  

 

1. Yes  

2. No  

3. None  

 

1. Mostly  

2. Yes  

3. Resurrection  

 

1. No  

2. ?  

3. Spiritual Survival (?)  

Attitude to Bible: Literalist Sophisticated scholarly interpretations "Inspired Exegesis" 

Attitude to Oral 

Torah: 
No such thing Equal to Written Torah "Inspired Exegesis" 

Practices: 
Emphasis on priestly 

obligations (for priests) 

Application of priestly laws to non-

priests (tithes and purity rules) 
"Inspired Exegesis" 

Calendar: 

?  

Luni-solar (perhaps only 

under popular pressure?) 

Luni-solar Solar: 364-day year 

 

Who Were The Pharisees? 
Of the three major religious societies of Judaism at the time of the New Testament (the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and 

the Essenes), the Pharisees were often the most vocal and influential. The origin of the Pharisees is uncertain, but 

their movement is believed to have grown from the Assideans (i.e. the "pious"), who began in the time of the 

Maccabean Revolt (see The Maccabees) against the Greek/Syrian ruler Antiochus IV, or "Antiochus Epiphanes," 

around 165 B.C. It was during that roughly 4 centuries between the end of the Old Testament record and the birth of 

Jesus Christ, prior to the rise of the Roman empire (see Ancient Empires - Rome), that the idolatrous Greek influence 

was at its peak in Jerusalem (see Ancient Empires - Greece, The Ptolemies and The Seleucids).  

 

The first direct mention of the Pharisees was by the Jewish/Roman historian Flavius Josephus in describing the three 

sects, or schools, into which the Jews were divided in 145 B.C.  

 

The name Pharisee in its Hebrew form means separatists, or the separated ones. They were also known as chasidim, 

which means loyal to God, or loved of God - extremely ironic in view of the fact that by His time, they made 

themselves the most bitter, and deadly, opponents of Jesus Christ and His message.  

 

The Pharisees perhaps meant to obey God, but eventually they became so devoted and extremist in very limited parts 

of The Law (plus all that they themselves added to it), that they became blind to The Messiah when He was in their 
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very midst. They saw His miracles, they heard His Words, but instead of receiving it with joy, they did all that they 

could to stop Him - eventually to the point of getting Him killed because He truthfully claimed to be the Son of God.  

 

Jesus Christ had strong words about the Pharisees, and what awaits some of them:  

"For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes [see Lawyers] and Pharisees, you will 

never enter the kingdom of heaven." (Matthew 5:20 RSV).  

 

"He answered them, "And why do you transgress the Commandment of God for the sake of your tradition? 

For God commanded, 'Honor your father and your mother,' and, 'He who speaks evil of father or mother, let 

him surely die.' But you say, 'If any one tells his father or his mother, What you would have gained from me 

is given to God, he need not honor his father.' So, for the sake of your tradition, you have made void the 

Word of God." (Matthew 15:3-6 RSV) [see The Ten Commandments and The Ten Commandments Now?].  

 

"How is it that you fail to perceive that I did not speak about bread? Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees 

and Sadducees." Then they understood that He did not tell them to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the 

teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees." (Matthew 16:11-12 RSV) 

(Note: Just as yeast causes bread to rise, yeast was sometimes used as a symbol of sinful pride which made 

people haughty and "puffed up.")  

 

"The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat; so practice and observe whatever they tell you, but not 

what they do; for they preach, but do not practice. They bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on 

men's shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with their finger. They do all their deeds to be seen 

by men; for they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long, and they love the place of honor at 

feasts and the best seats in the synagogues, and salutations in the market places, and being called rabbi by 

men. But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all brethren. And call no man 

your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven." (Matthew 23:2-9 RSV) 

 

(Note: A perhaps somewhat surprising statement - the Pharisees were correct according to their limited 

perspective, and were to be obeyed by the Jews under their authority. But, they were not to be emulated in 

their way of life - they were Hypocrites.)  

 

"But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! because you shut the kingdom of heaven against men; for 

you neither enter yourselves, nor allow those who would enter to go in." (Matthew 23:13 RSV).  

 

"Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected 

the weightier matters of the Law, justice and mercy and faith; these you ought to have done, without 

neglecting the others. You blind guides, straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel!" (Matthew 23:23-24)  

 

The lesson from the Pharisees' example is that self-righteousness is not righteousness, and that God's true people are 

to live according to all of God's Word, not just certain parts that are most convenient or to one's own liking 

 

WHO WERE THE PHARISEES AND THE SADDUCEES? 

The Pharisees and the Sadducees are the two most well-known Jewish sects from the time of Yeshua the Messiah. 

Both, to some extent, opposed Christ during his ministry and received condemnation from him. In this paper, I am 

going to examine the origins, beliefs, and impact of these two rival groups.  

 

Historically, all of our knowledge of the Pharisees and Sadducees has been derived from three main sources: the 

works of the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus; the early rabbinical writings (200 A.D. and later); and the New 

Testament. Recently, however, references to these parties have also been found in some of the Dead Sea Scrolls 

unearthed at Qumran. Each of these sources has its limitations, but I will seek to achieve a historically accurate 

depiction of the Pharisees and Sadducees which is supported by all the available information.  
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First, let's look at the derivation of each party's name. It is commonly believed that "Pharisee" is derived from the 

Hebrew perusim, which means "separated ones." However, recently it has been suggested that "Pharisee" may 

instead come from the Hebrew parosim, meaning "specifier," since they sought to specify the correct meaning of 

God's law to the people.  

 

The Sadducees are widely assumed to have been named after Zadok, a priest in the time of King David and King 

Solomon, although a less accepted theory alleges that they took their name from a later Zadok who lived in the 

second century B.C. Alternately, some scholars have theorized that the name "Sadducee" comes from the Hebrew 

saddiq, meaning "the righteous."  

 

The origin of these two sects cannot be definitively traced. The first specific mention we see of them is during the 

reign of John Hyrcanus (134-104 B.C.). The scant evidence available suggests that they coalesced as distinctive 

groups soon after the Maccabean revolt. To fully grasp the basis for the emergence of the Pharisees and Sadducees, 

it's helpful to understand the political climate in which they developed. I would encourage you to study the history of 

Judea in the two centuries before the ministry of Messiah.  

 

Regarding the factors which led to the establishment of the Pharisees as a distinct party, British historian Paul 

Johnson writes:  

In their battle against Greek education, pious Jews began, from the end of the second century BC, to develop a 

national system of education. To the old scribal schools were gradually added a network of local schools where, in 

theory at least, all Jewish boys were taught the Torah. This development was of great importance in the spread and 

consolidation of the synagogue, in the birth of Pharisaism as a movement rooted in popular education, and eventually 

in the rise of the rabbinate. (p. 106, A History Of The Jews)  

 

Addressing this same topic in his history of the Hasmonean dynasty, Elias Bickerman states:  

The Pharisees . . . wished to embrace the whole people, and in particular through education. It was their desire and 

intention that everyone in Israel achieve holiness through the study of the Torah . . . (p. 93, The Maccabees)  

 

While the Pharisees primarily came from middle-class families and were zealous for the Mosaic law, the Sadducees 

were generally wealthy members of the Jewish aristocracy who had embraced hellenism. Because of their support for 

the program of economic and military expansion instituted by the Hasmonean rulers, the Sadducees came to exercise 

considerable influence in the court of John Hyrcanus. During this same period, the Pharisees became distinct from 

the Hasidim who had fought against the hellenizing forces in the Maccabean revolt. The Pharisees emerged as a 

significant force in Jewish affairs because of their influence with the common people.  

 

According to Josephus' classic history, The Antiquities of the Jews, John Hyrcanus was originally a disciple and 

supporter of the Pharisees. However, a Pharisee named Eleazer opposed Hyrcanus serving as high priest because of 

doubts about his genealogy. Eleazer alleged that his mother had been raped during the persecution of Antiochus 

Epiphanes, calling Hyrcanus' lineage into question. When Hyrcanus proved that this story was a lie, a Pharisaic court 

recommended a lenient punishment of lashes for the slanderer. This angered Hyrcanus, who, with the encouragement 

of a Sadducean friend, quit the popular Pharisees and became a Sadducee. He even went so far as to abolish the 

Pharisaic practices that had been enacted into law and punish those who observed them. The hellenistic Sadducees 

consequently amassed considerable power during his reign.  

 

Things got much worse for the Pharisees during the reign of Hyrcanus' son, Alexander Jannaeus (103-76 B.C.). One 

year during the Feast of Tabernacles, Alexander, performing as high priest, corrupted the libation ceremony by 

pouring the water over his feet instead of on the altar as the Pharisees decreed. For this, he was pelted by the religious 

Jews with lemons. Outraged at this affront, he had his soldiers slay 6,000 of the offenders. This brought on a civil 

war which lasted six years and cost 50,000 Jewish lives. When the war eventually ended, Josephus records that 

Alexander transported some of his Jewish prisoners of war, most of them probably Pharisees, "to Jerusalem, and did 

one of the most barbarous acts in the world to them; for as he was feasting with his concubines, in the sight of all the 

city, he ordered about eight hundred of them to be crucified; and while they were living, he ordered the throats of 

their children and wives to be cut before their eyes " (bk. 13, ch. 14, sec. 2, The Antiquities of the Jews).  
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Alexander became increasingly unpopular among the Jews because of the civil war and his pro-Sadducee, hellenizing 

tendencies. The influence of the Sadducees was prevalent until his death in 76 B.C. On his deathbed, Alexander 

encouraged his wife, Salome Alexandra, to make peace with the Pharisees, since they had influence with the majority 

of the population. In a statement which calls to mind a major criticism Christ had of some of the Pharisees of his day, 

the Babylonian Talmud records Alexander telling Salome, "Fear not the Pharisees and the non-Pharisees, but the 

hypocrites who ape the Pharisees " (Sotah 22b). Once in power, Salome took her husband's advice and began 

favoring the Pharisees. This was not difficult for her, because her brother, Simon ben Shetech, was the leader of the 

Pharisees at this time.  

 

During Salome's reign (76-67 B.C.), the Sadducees lost much of their authority. Although Salome was the recognized 

leader of the nation, it soon became obvious that the Pharisees had gained significant influence. They were brought 

into the Sanhedrin and became the major force in national politics. In reality, they became the actual power behind 

the throne. Now in a position to avenge earlier persecution from the pro-Sadducean faction, they had some of those 

who had advised Alexander put to death. After an outcry from the Sadducees, including her son Aristobulus II, 

Salome allowed them to leave Jerusalem for several surrounding fortresses.  

Herod the Great's rule (37-4 B.C.) brought changing fortunes for both sects. One of Herod's initial political goals was 

to reduce the power of the Pharisees, who held enormous sway with the people. As the Dictionary of Jesus and the 

Gospels states, Herod's "first adversaries, the people and the Pharisees, objected both to his being Idumean, a half-

Jew, as well as his friendship with the Romans. Those who opposed him were punished, and those who took his side 

were rewarded with favors and honors" (p. 319, "Herodian Dynasty").  

 

Josephus records that two of those rewarded were a Pharisee named Pollio and his disciple Sameas, who had 

encouraged the Jews to accept Herod because they felt the rule by a foreigner resulted from divine judgement and the 

people should willingly bear it. Perhaps because of this intervention, Herod was on fairly good terms with the 

Pharisees throughout most of his reign and generally avoided conflict with them until just before his death. By that 

time, it appears that the Pharisees as a party had essentially withdrawn from politics, although individual Pharisees 

may have remained politically active.  

 

Herod also sought to diminish the position of the Sadducees, who had regained their power after the death of Salome 

and held the high priesthood and the majority of the seats on the Sanhedrin. One of the first things Herod did upon 

becoming king in 37 B.C. was to order the execution of forty-five Sadducean members of the Sanhedrin for their 

support of his rival for the kingship, Antigonus; in addition, he confiscated their property to pay Marc Antony, the 

Roman who had appointed him king. He also turned the Sanhedrin into a religious court only, taking away its power 

in secular matters.  

 

Since he was only half Jewish, Herod knew the people would not tolerate him serving as high priest in addition to 

being king, as some of the Hasmoneans had. So he separated the two positions and began appointing high priests at 

his pleasure.  

 

Eusebius, in his fourth century Ecclesiastical History, wrote:  

When Herod was appointed king by the Romans, he no longer nominated the chief priests from the ancient lineage, 

but conferred the honour upon certain obscure individuals. . . . Herod was the first that locked up the sacred vesture 

of the high priest, and having secured it under his own private seal, no longer permitted the high priests to have it at 

their disposal. (p. 31, ch. VI, pop. ed.)  

This broke the custom of the high priesthood being attached to a particular family. Herod also abolished the practice 

of the high priest holding the position for life. According to Josephus, in the 107 years from the beginning of Herod's 

reign to the fall of Jerusalem, there were 28 high priests. The Talmud records that by the time of Messiah, the high 

priest bought the office from the government and the position was changed every year. But even after he was out of 

office, the ex-high priest kept his rights to the dignity of the office. These policies resulted in a group of wealthy 

Sadducean priestly families (primarily the Boethus, Anan, and Phiabi families) being appointed to the office on a 

regular basis.  
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Herod's decision to appoint the high priest had a major impact on the operation of the Temple. British historian Paul 

Johnson writes:  

By downgrading the importance of the high-priest, a hated Sadducee, Herod automatically raised in importance his 

deputy, the segan, a Pharisee, who got control over all the regular Temple functions and ensured that even the 

Sadducee high-priests performed the liturgy in a Pharisaical manner. (pp. 117-118, A History Of The Jews)  

 

While most of the priests in the service of the Temple belonged to the party of the Sadducees, there were some who 

were Pharisees. The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia states:  

The difference between the Sadducees and the Pharisees was not a simple one of priests versus laymen (many 

Pharisees were also priests - mostly of the lower ranks, but probably some even in the upper levels) . . . (p. 279 vol. 

4, "Sadducees")  

 

There is some dispute among scholars about who actually controlled the Temple sacrifices and rituals before and 

during the time of Messiah. While many accept the witness of Josephus and the rabbinical writings, some scholars 

have taken the position that these Jewish historical sources cannot be trusted because they were written after 70 A.D. 

They have rejected the claims made in post-destruction rabbinic literature that the Pharisees were the dominant 

religious group in the affairs of the Temple as early as the Maccabean period. However, new evidence found among 

the Dead Sea Scrolls tends to discredit this skeptical view.  

 

In reference to this dispute, Lawrence H. Schiffman, professor of Hebrew and Judaic studies at New York University, 

writes:  

. . . Any light that might be cast on the history of the Pharisees and their teachings in the pre-destruction period 

would be critically important. With new evidence from the Dead Sea Scrolls it is now possible to demonstrate that 

for much of the Hasmonean period Pharisaic views were indeed dominant in the Jerusalem Temple . . . (pp. 30-31, 

Bible Review, June 1992, "New Light on the Pharisees: Insight from the Dead Sea Scrolls")  

 

One of the Dead Sea Scrolls, known as MMT, sheds light on the prestige the Pharisees enjoyed prior to the ministry 

of Christ. According to Schiffman:  

MMT is a foundation text of the Qumran sect. It was written in the early Hasmonean period when the Temple was 

managed and its rituals conducted in accord with Pharisaic views. The Hasmoneans made common cause with the 

Pharisees in order to cleanse the Temple of the excessive hellenization that they blamed to a great extent on the 

Sadducean priests who had become, in their view, too hellenized. Various elements in MMT and in the Temple 

Scroll [another Dead Sea document] represent the polemic of those who continued piously to hold fast to Sadducean 

views against the Hasmoneans and their Pharisaic allies. . . . It can no longer be claimed that there is no evidence for 

the Pharisees earlier than the tannaitic materials and the first-century Jewish historian Josephus, who wrote after the 

Roman destruction of Jerusalem. In fact, the scrolls provide extensive and wide-ranging testimony about the pre-

destruction history of the Pharisees and their ideology. MMT and the Temple Scroll provide evidence of Pharisaic 

dominance over the Temple ritual in the early days of the Hasmonean period. (Ibid., p. 54)  

 

Regarding later Pharisaic control of the Temple, The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary says:  

By the time of Jesus they [the Sadducees] included the families who supplied the high priests, as well as other 

wealthy aristocrats of Jerusalem. Most members of the Sanhedrin, the central judicial authority of Jewish people, 

were Sadducees. Thus, the Sadducees were the party of those with political power, those allied with the Herodian and 

Roman rulers, but they were not a group with influence among the people themselves. The views of the Pharisees 

prevailed among the common people, so that even though the two groups differed with regard to items in the laws of 

purity and details of temple procedure during the feasts, the Sadducean priests were compelled to operate according 

to the Pharisees' views. (p. 902, "Sadducees")  

 

Emil Schürer, in his extensive history of the Jews during this period, wrote:  

The Pharisees maintained their leadership in spiritual matters, especially in urban circles. It is true that the Sadducean 

high priests stood at the head of Sanhedrin. But in fact it was the Pharisees, and not the Sadducees, who made the 

greatest impact on the ordinary people . . . The Pharisees had the masses for their allies, the women being especially 

devoted to them. They held the greatest authority over the congregations, so that everything to do with worship, 
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prayers, and sacrifice took place according to their instructions. Their popularity is said to have been so high that they 

were listened to even when they criticized the king or the high priest. They were in consequence able to restrain the 

king. For the same reason, also, the Sadducees in their official functions complied with the pharisaic requirements 

because otherwise the people would not have tolerated them (p. 402, vol. II, rev. ed., The History of the Jewish 

People in the Age of Christ (175 B.C.-A.D. 135))  

 

Addressing the differences between the Pharisees and Sadducees regarding religious observances, Alfred Edersheim, 

a noted nineteenth century Jewish scholar, wrote:  

Even greater importance attached to differences on ritual questions, although the controversy here was purely 

theoretical. For, the Sadducees, when in office, always conformed to the prevailing Pharisaic practices (p. 320, ch. II, 

bk. III, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah)  

 

Because of their fear of the people, this Sadducean adaptation to Pharisaic views extended to all official duties the 

Sadducees performed. Josephus verifies this fact; of the Sadducees, he states:  

They are able to do almost nothing of themselves; for when they become magistrates, as they are unwillingly and by 

force sometimes obliged to be, they addict themselves to the notions of the Pharisees, because the multitudes would 

not otherwise bear them." (bk. 18, ch. 1, sec. 4, The Antiquities of the Jews)  

 

The New Unger's Bible Dictionary confirms this severe restriction on the power of the Sadducees during the time of 

Christ:  

Although the spiritual power of the Pharisees had increased greatly, the Sadducean aristocracy was able to keep at the 

helm in politics. The price at which the Sadducees had to secure themselves power at this later period was indeed a 

high one, for they were in their official actions to accommodate themselves to Pharisaic views.(p. 1112, "Sadducee")  

 

Even though the high priest was a Sadducee, history shows that the Sadducees were compelled to follow Pharisaic 

customs in the Temple rituals because of their fear of the people. This gave the Pharisees effective control of Temple 

observances, which was probably most noticeable during the annual feasts.  

 

Alfred Edersheim recorded the practical effects of the Pharisees' control of Temple:  

When a Sadducean high-priest, on the Feast of Tabernacles, poured out the water on the ground instead of into the 

silver funnel of the altar, Maccabean king though he was, he scarce escaped with his life, and ever afterwards the 

shout resounded from all parts of the Temple, "Hold up thy hand," as the priest yearly performed this part of the 

service. The Sadducees held, that on the Day of Atonement the high-priest should light the incense before he actually 

entered the Most Holy Place. As this was contrary to the views of the Pharisees, they took care to bind him by an 

oath to observe their ritual customs before allowing him to officiate at all. It was in vain that the Sadducees argued, 

that the daily sacrifices should not be defrayed from the public treasury, but from special contributions. They had to 

submit, and besides to join in the kind of half-holiday which the jubilant majority inscribed on their calendar to 

perpetuate the memory of the decision. The Pharisees held, that the time between Easter [Passover] and Pentecost 

should be counted from the second day of the feast; the Sadducees insisted that it should commence with the literal 

"Sabbath" after the festive day. But despite argument, the Sadducees had to join when the solemn procession went on 

the afternoon of the feast to cut down the "first sheaf," and to reckon Pentecost as did their opponents. (p. 220, 

Sketches of Jewish Social Life)  

 

Pharisaic control of the local synagogues was more direct. Synagogues first came into being after the Jews returned 

from the Babylonian exile. They were not intended to replace the Temple, but were meant to be places of prayer and 

instruction in the Torah. At first, the teachers of the law in the synagogues were priests and Levites. But some in the 

priesthood became hellenized and lost the respect of the people because of their accommodation of Greek ideas at the 

expense of the law. The apocryphal book of II Maccabees shows that, by the reign of Antiochus Epiphanes, even the 

priests at the Temple in Jerusalem had become enamored with the Greek way of life; so much so "that the priests had 

no courage to serve any more at the altar, but despising the Temple, and neglecting the sacrifices, hastened to be 

partakers of the unlawful allowance in the place of exercise, after the game of Discus called them forth" (II Macc. 

4:14).  
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Because of this, the scribes, who were lay teachers of the law, eventually supplanted the priests in the synagogues. 

The model for the scribes was Ezra, who was designated by the Hebrew title soper. After the Jewish return from 

exile in Babylon, this term came to mean one who was learned in the Hebrew Scriptures, especially the Torah. In the 

New Testament, these men are primarily called "scribes," but they are also referred to as "lawyers" and "teachers of 

the law."  

 

Although not all Pharisees were scribes, the vast majority of the scribes were Pharisees, and they regulated the 

synagogues, teaching and interpreting the law. The Pharisees were solidly devoted to the daily application and 

observance of the Mosaic law and the "oral law," known as the Oral Torah.  

 

Paul Johnson describes this "oral law" of the Pharisees as follows:  

They followed ancient traditions inspired by an obscure text in Deuteronomy, "put it in their mouths", that God had 

given Moses, in addition to the written Law, an Oral Law, by which learned elders could interpret and supplement 

the sacred commands. The practice of the Oral Law made it possible for the Mosaic code to be adapted to changing 

conditions and administered in a realistic manner. (p. 106, A History Of The Jews)  

 

Dr. Brad Young, a professor at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, writes of the oral law:  

The Oral Torah clarified obscure points in the written Torah, thus enabling the people to satisfy its requirements. If 

the Scriptures prohibit work on the Sabbath, one must interpret and define the meaning of work in order to fulfill the 

divine will. Why is there a need for an oral law? The answer is quite simple: Because we have a written one. The 

written record of the Bible should be interpreted properly by the Oral Torah in order to give it fresh life and meaning 

in daily practice. . . . Moreover, it should be remembered that the Oral Torah was not a rigid legalistic code 

dominated by one single interpretation. The oral tradition allowed a certain amount of latitude and flexibility. In fact, 

the open forum of the Oral Torah invited vigorous debate and even encouraged diversity of thought and imaginative 

creativity. Clearly, some legal authorities were more strict than others, but all recognized that the Sabbath had to be 

observed. (p. 105, Jesus the Jewish Theologian)  

 

The Sadducees however, rejected everything except the written Scriptures (primarily the Pentateuch) and their own 

Book of Decrees, which specified a system of capital punishment: who was to be stoned, who strangled, who burned, 

and who beheaded. To the Law of Moses they adhered strictly to the letter, without making allowances for the 

spiritual intent.  

 

This was one of the major points of contention between the Pharisees and Sadducees; however, it wasn't the only 

difference of belief. Both the New Testament and Josephus show that the Pharisees believed in the resurrection from 

the dead and the existence of spirit beings such as angels and demons. They believed humans had freedom to make 

their own choices, but that God could and did interpose His will in mens' lives. Josephus also wrote that the Pharisees 

believed "souls have an immortal vigor in them," and that men would be punished or rewarded in the next age based 

on how they conducted themselves in this life. Josephus further states that "on account of which doctrines, they are 

able greatly to persuade the body of the people; and whatsoever they do about divine worship, prayers, and sacrifices, 

they perform them according to their direction" (bk. 18, ch. 1, sec. 4, The Antiquities of the Jews).  

 

Regarding the beliefs of the Pharisees, The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia states:  

The presentation of the Pharisees in the Gospels is generally negative. Jesus is seen to be disputing with them 

continually, which suggests that his teaching was the antithesis of pharisaism. Closer investigation, however, does 

not support this suggestion. The NT evidence shows Jesus in agreement with beliefs and practices vitally important 

to the Pharisees. (p. 828, vol. 3, "Pharisees")  

 

The Sadducees had very different beliefs from the Pharisees. They denied the resurrection of the dead, as well as the 

existence of spirit beings. The Sadducees believed, according to the teachings of the Greek philosopher Epicurus, that 

the soul dies with the body. Therefore, they taught that there were no rewards or punishments after death. The 

Sadducees had a deistic view of God; they saw Him as uninterested in human affairs and therefore unwilling to 

intervene. Regarding their views on the resurrection, Messiah issued a strong denunciation, telling them that they 

were wrong because they did not know the Scriptures or the power of God (Matt. 22:29; Mark 12:24).  
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The average Jew rejected the teachings of the Sadducees, and they had very little support among the common people. 

While some scholars have interpreted these beliefs as a conservative effort by the Sadducees to resist religious 

innovations by the Pharisees, Messiah's teachings were clearly much closer to those of the Pharisees than the 

Sadducees. It's more likely that the doctrines of the Sadducees simply represented a corrupt elite's attempt to 

minimize the impact of religion on their secular lives.  

 

The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia states the following about the motivation of the Sadducees:  

As a result of their high social status the Sadducees were dominated by political interests, and in these areas they 

were rigidly conservative, it naturally being in their best interest to maintain the status quo. Maintaining the status 

quo necessarily entailed collaboration with the Roman occupiers, by whom their power was delegated, and for this 

self-serving policy the masses despised the Sadducees. (p. 279, vol. 4, "Sadducees")  

 

During the time of Christ the two parties are thought to have been relatively small; the number of Pharisees is 

estimated to have been about 6,000, while the Sadducees were only half as many. Both groups came into conflict 

with Christ during his ministry; however, it was the scribes and Pharisees who first opposed Yeshua.  

 

Concerning the primary cause of this conflict, Dr. Brad Young writes:  

Many scholars and Bible students fail to understand the essence of Jesus' controversial ministry. Jesus' conflict with 

his contemporaries was not so much over the doctrines of the Pharisees, with which he was for the most part in 

agreement, but primarily over the understanding of his mission. He did sharply criticize hypocrites . . . (p. 100, Jesus 

the Jewish Theologian)  

 

Yeshua strongly and frequently condemned the Pharisees for being self-righteous and hypocritical. Does this mean 

that all Pharisees at the time of Christ were self-righteous hypocrites? Regarding this question, Dr. Brad Young 

writes:  

A Pharisee in the mind of the people of the period was far different from popular conceptions of a Pharisee in modern 

times . . . The image of the Pharisee in early Jewish thought was not primarily one of self-righteous hypocrisy . . . 

The Pharisee represents piety and holiness. . . . The very mention of a Pharisee evoked an image of righteousness . . . 

(Ibid., pp. 184, 188)  

 

Dr. Young continues:  

While Jesus disdained the hypocrisy of some Pharisees, he never attacked the religious and spiritual teachings of 

Pharisaism. In fact, the sharpest criticisms of the Pharisees in Matthew are introduced by an unmistakable 

affirmation, "The scribes and Pharisees sit on Moses' seat; so practice and observe whatever they tell you, but not 

what they do; for they preach, but do not practice" (Matt. 23:2-3). The issue at hand is one of practice. The content of 

the teachings of the scribes and Pharisees was not a problem . . . The rabbis offered nearly identical criticisms against 

those who teach but do not practice . . . Unfortunately, the image of the Pharisee in modern usage is seldom if ever 

positive. Such a negative characterization of Pharisaism distorts our view of Judaism and the beginnings of 

Christianity . . . The theology of Jesus is Jewish and is built firmly upon the foundations of Pharisaic thought . . . 

(Ibid., pp. 184, 187, 188)  

 

Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown's commentary on Matthew 23:2-3 concurs with Dr. Young's interpretation above. Of 

this passage they write:  

Saying, The scribes and the Pharisees sit. The Jewish teachers stood to read, but sat to expound the Scriptures . . . 

in Moses' seat - that is, as interpreters of the law given by Moses. 3. All therefore - that is, all which, as sitting in 

that seat, and teaching out of that law, they bid you observe, that observe and do. The word "therefore" is thus, it 

will be seen, of great importance, as limiting those injunctions which He would have them obey to what they fetched 

from the law itself . . . (p. 108, vol. III, A Commentary: Critical, Experimental, and Practical)  

 

Addressing the character of the Pharisees, researcher John D. Keyser writes the following: "As a result of the harsh 

portrayal in the New Testament of these teachers of Jewish law, the very name Pharisee has become synonymous 

with hypocrisy and self-righteousness." He goes on to say that many modern scholars "have failed to realize that the 
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Pharisaic religion was divided into TWO SEPARATE SCHOOLS - the School of Shammai and the School of Hillel. 

The group that Christ continually took to task in the New Testament was apparently the School of Shammai - a 

faction that was very rigid and unforgiving in their outlook" (p. 1, "Dead Sea Scrolls Prove Pharisees Controlled 

Temple Ritual!").  

Although Pharisees were frequently the adversaries of Christ, it should also be noted that not all their interactions 

were hostile. Pharisees asked him to dine with them on occasion (Luke 7:36; 11:37; 14:1), and he was warned of 

danger by some Pharisees (Luke 13:31). Additionally, it appears that some of the Pharisees (including Nicodemus) 

believed in him, although they did so secretly because of the animosity of their leaders toward Christ.  

 

The New Testament shows that Yeshua did not clash with the Sadducees until near the end of his ministry. This was 

because they were a political party, not the religious teachers of the people. The Sadducees were not primarily 

concerned with religion, but with the power they could acquire through the high priesthood and the political system. 

They used their position in society to increase their wealth and affluence.  

 

In his Bible dictionary, James Hastings describes why the Sadducees became antagonistic toward Christ:  

It was only toward the close of His life that our Saviour came into open conflict with them. They had little influence 

with the people, especially in religious matters; His criticism was therefore mainly directed against the Pharisees and 

scribes, the supreme religious authorities, although, according to Matt. 16:6, 11, He also warned His disciples against 

the leaven of the Sadducees, meaning, probably, their utterly secular spirit. They, on their part, seem to have ignored 

Him, until, by driving the moneychangers out of the Temple (Matt. 21:12, Mark 11:15, Luke 19:45), He interfered 

with the prerogatives of the Sanhedrin. His acceptance of the Messianic title "son of David" also filled them with 

indignation against Him (Matt. 21:15). They accordingly joined the scribes and Pharisees in opposition to Him, and 

sought to destroy Him (Mark 11:18, Luke 19:47), first, however, attempting to discredit Him in the eyes of the 

people, and to bring down upon Him the vengeance of the Romans, by their questions as to His authority, as to the 

resurrection, and as to the lawfulness of paying tribute to Caesar (Matt. 21:23, 22:23, Mark 11:27, 12:l8, Luke 20:1, 

19, 27). In the Sanhedrin that tried Him they probably formed the majority, and the "chief priests," who presided, 

belonged to their party. (p. 351, vol. IV, Hastings Dictionary of the Bible, "Sadducees")  

 

For a number of reasons, a group of leading Pharisees and Sadducees conspired to put Christ to death. But because of 

his popularity, they knew they had to do so secretly or risk the wrath of the people, because many of them considered 

him at the very least a prophet, and quite possibly the long-awaited Messiah. Due to the treachery of Judas Iscariot, 

the Pharisees and Sadducees managed to capture Yeshua by force in the dead of night. He was illegally tried and 

crucified before the Passover feast.  

 

This isn't the last we hear of these two groups in the New Testament, however. The book of Acts shows that they 

both impacted the Church of God, each in a different way.  

 

The Sadducees were the continual opponents of the early Church and the apostles. No Sadducees are ever mentioned 

as having become part of the community of believers in the Bible. The Zondervan Pictorial Bible Dictionary says:  

After the day of Pentecost the Sadducees were very active against the infant Church. Along with the priests and the 

captain of the temple they arrested Peter and John and put them in prison. A little later, they arrested all the apostles 

and took counsel to slay them (Acts 5:17, 33). Their hostile attitude persisted throughout the rest of the Acts of the 

Apostles. There is no record of a Sadducee being admitted into the Christian Church. According to Josephus (Antiq. 

xx, 9, 1), they were responsible for the death of James, the brother of the Lord. (p. 742, "Sadducees")  

 

Conversely, the New Testament records that there were Pharisaic Christians in the early Church. Acts 15:5 shows 

some of the Pharisees who had accepted Christ as the Messiah voicing their opinion on the circumcision question. 

Some commentators believe that the zealous Jews mentioned in Acts 21:20 were actually Christian Pharisees. And 

Pharisaic scribes on the Sanhedrin council stood up for the apostle Paul when he was brought before them in 58 A.D. 

(Acts 23:9).  

 

In fact, the man responsible for writing more of the New Testament than anyone else was unquestionably a member 

of the sect of the Pharisees. Paul affirms his affiliation in several places. In Acts 22:3, Paul states that he was a Jew 
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brought up in Jerusalem at the feet of Gamaliel, a leading Pharisee who had intervened for Peter and the apostles 

soon after the beginning of the Church (Acts 5:33-39).  

 

In Acts 23:6, Paul publicly declared, "I am a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee" (Acts 23:6). It is very telling that more 

than twenty years after his miraculous conversion on the road to Damascus, Paul still claims to be a Pharisee. This 

alone should be proof that, on a basic level, Pharisaism and Christianity did not conflict.  

 

Regarding Paul's speech before the Sanhedrin, Luke depicts "Christianity and Pharisaism as natural allies, hence the 

direct continuity between the Pharisaic branch of Judaism and Christianity. The link is expressed directly in Paul's 

own testimony: he is (now) a Pharisee, with a Pharisaic heritage (23:6). His Pharisaic loyalty is a present 

commitment, not a recently jettisoned stage of his religious past (cf. Phil 3:5-9). His Christian proclamation of a risen 

Lord, and by implication, of a risen humanity (Acts 23:6), represents a particular, but defensible, form of Pharisaic 

theology " (p. 1111, Harper's Bible Commentary).  

 

In Philippians 3:5, Paul states that he was "concerning the law, a Pharisee." In verse 6, he goes on to say that he was 

"concerning the righteousness which is in the law, blameless."  

 

Regarding Paul's exultation in this Scripture, the Dictionary of Paul and His Letters says:  

As a further cause for boasting in Philippians, Paul claims to be a Pharisee. Here the term was defined with precision. 

The expression 'as to the Law a Pharisee' refers to the oral Law. . . . Paul thereby understood himself as a member of 

the scholarly class who taught the twofold Law. By saying that the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat (Mt 23:2), Jesus was 

indicating they were authoritative teachers of the Law. . . . In summary, Paul was saying that he was a Hebrew-

speaking interpreter and teacher of the oral and written Law (p. 504, "Jew, Paul the")  

 

The formal end of both the Pharisees and the Sadducees came after the Romans quelled the Jewish revolt of 66-70 

A.D. After the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. Pharisaism gradually died out, but the basic Pharisaic tenets lived 

on in an altered form, that of rabbinic Judaism. However, with the Temple destroyed and the support of the Romans 

withdrawn, the Sadducees ceased to exist as a party.  

 

Nearly 2,000 years after the life and death of Christ, we have a tendency to view biblical events through the filter of 

our own modern western culture. But Yeshua is intricately linked to the Jewish religion and society of his day. To 

truly grasp the message of Yeshua, it's vital that we have a historical understanding of the time in which he lived. 

This requires a basic knowledge of first-century Jewish culture and society. Hopefully this paper has been helpful in 

arriving at a better appreciation of Messiah through a more complete understanding of the Pharisees and Sadducees. -

- Bryan T. Huie  March 16, 1997  Revised: April 26, 2002 
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#2 The Righteousness of the Pharisees - Matthew 

5:20 
(Matthew 5:20 NIV)  For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of 

the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven. 

  

The Sermon on the Mount is one of the most misunderstood messages that Jesus ever gave. One group says it is 

God’s plan of salvation, that if we ever hope to go to heaven we must obey these rules. Another group calls it a 

“charter for world peace” and begs the nations of the earth to accept it. Still a third group tells us that the Sermon on 

the Mount does not apply to today, but that it will apply at some future time, perhaps during the Tribulation or the 

millennial kingdom. 

 

I have always felt that Matthew 5:20 was the key to this important sermon: “For I say unto you, that except your 

righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom 

of heaven.” The main theme is true righteousness. The religious leaders had an artificial, external righteousness based 

on Law. But the righteousness Jesus described is a true and vital righteousness that begins internally, in the heart. 

The Pharisees were concerned about the minute details of conduct, but they neglected the major matter of character. 

Conduct flows out of character. 

 

Whatever applications the Sermon on the Mount may have to world problems, or to future events, it is certain that 

this sermon has definite applications for us today. Jesus gave this message to individual believers, not to the unsaved 

world at large. What was taught in the Sermon on the Mount is repeated in the New Testament epistles for the church 

today. Jesus originally gave these words to His disciples (Matt. 5:1), and they have shared them with us. 

 

In this chapter, Jesus gave three explanations about true, spiritual righteousness. 

 

WHAT TRUE RIGHTEOUSNESS IS (MATT. 5:1-16) 

Being a master Teacher, our Lord did not begin this important sermon with a negative criticism of the scribes and 

Pharisees. He began with a positive emphasis on righteous character and the blessings that it brings to the life of the 

believer. The Pharisees taught that righteousness was an external thing, a matter of obeying rules and regulations. 

Righteousness could be measured by praying, giving, fasting, etc. In the Beatitudes and the pictures of the believer, 

Jesus described Christian character that flowed from within. 

 

Imagine how the crowd’s attention was riveted on Jesus when He uttered His first word: “Blessed.” (The Latin word 

for blessed is beatus, and from this comes the word beatitude.) This was a powerful word to those who heard Jesus 

that day. To them it meant “divine joy and perfect happiness.” The word was not used for humans; it described the 

kind of joy experienced only by the gods or the dead. “Blessed” implied an inner satisfaction and sufficiency that did 

not depend on outward circumstances for happiness. This is what the Lord offers those who trust Him! 

 

The Beatitudes describe the attitudes that ought to be in our lives today. Four attitudes are described here. 

 

Our attitude toward ourselves (v. 3). 

To be poor in spirit means to be humble, to have a correct estimate of oneself (Rom. 12:3). It does not mean to be 

“poor spirited” and have no backbone at all! “Poor in spirit” is the opposite of the world’s attitudes of self-praise and 

self-assertion. It is not a false humility that says, “I am not worth anything, I can’t do anything!” It is honesty with 

ourselves: we know ourselves, accept ourselves, and try to be ourselves to the glory of God. 

 

Our attitude toward our sins (vv. 4-6). 

We mourn over sin and despise it. We see sin the way God sees it and seek to treat it the way God does. Those who 

cover sin or defend sin certainly have the wrong attitude. We should not only mourn over our sins, but we should 

also meekly submit to God (see Luke 18:9-14; Phil. 3:1-14). 
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Meekness is not weakness, for both Moses and Jesus were meek men (Num. 12:3; Matt. 11:29). This word translated 

“meek” was used by the Greeks to describe a horse that had been broken. It refers to power under control. 

 

Our attitude toward the Lord (vv. 7-9). 

We experience God’s mercy when we trust Christ (Eph. 2:4-7), and He gives us a clean heart (Acts 15:9) and peace 

within (Rom. 5:1). But having received His mercy, we then share His mercy with others. We seek to keep our hearts 

pure that we might see God in our lives today. We become peacemakers in a troubled world and channels for God’s 

mercy, purity, and peace. 

 

Our attitude toward the world (vv. 10-16). 

It is not easy to be a dedicated Christian. Our society is not a friend to God nor to God’s people. Whether we like it or 

not, there is conflict between us and the world. Why? Because we are different from the world and we have different 

attitudes. 

 

As we read the Beatitudes, we find that they represent an outlook radically different from that of the world. The 

world praises pride, not humility. The world endorses sin, especially if you “get away with it.” The world is at war 

with God, while God is seeking to reconcile His enemies and make them His children. We must expect to be 

persecuted if we are living as God wants us to live. But we must be sure that our suffering is not due to our own 

foolishness or disobedience. 

 

HOW TRUE RIGHTEOUSNESS COMES (MATT. 5:17-20) 

Certainly after the crowd heard our Lord’s description of the kind of person God blesses, they said to themselves, 

“But we could never attain that kind of character. How can we have this righteousness? Where does it come from?” 

They wondered how His teaching related to what they had been taught all their lives. What about Moses and the 

Law? 

 

In the Law of Moses, God certainly revealed His standards for holy living. The Pharisees defended the Law and 

sought to obey it. But Jesus said that the true righteousness that pleases God must exceed that of the scribes and 

Pharisees—and to the common people, the scribes and Pharisees were the holiest men in the community! If they had 

not attained, what hope was there for anybody else? 

 

Jesus explained His own attitude toward the Law by describing three possible relationships. 

 

We can seek to destroy the Law (v. 17a). 

The Pharisees thought Jesus was doing this. To begin with, His authority did not come from any of the recognized 

leaders or schools. Instead of teaching “from authorities” as did the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus taught with 

authority. 

 

Not only in His authority, but also in His activity, Jesus seemed to defy the Law. He deliberately healed people on the 

Sabbath Day and paid no attention to the traditions of the Pharisees. Our Lord’s associations also seemed contrary to 

the Law, for He was the friend of publicans and sinners. 

 

Yet, it was the Pharisees who were destroying the Law! By their traditions, they robbed the people of the Word of 

God; and by their hypocritical lives, they disobeyed the very Law that they claimed to protect. The Pharisees thought 

they were conserving God’s Word, when in reality they were preserving God’s Word: embalming it so that it no 

longer had life! Their rejection of Christ when He came to earth proved that the inner truth of the Law had not 

penetrated their hearts. 

 

Jesus made it clear that He had come to honor the Law and help God’s people love it, learn it, and live it. He would 

not accept the artificial righteousness of the religious leaders. Their righteousness was only an external masquerade. 

Their religion was a dead ritual, not a living relationship. It was artificial; it did not reproduce itself in others in a 

living way. It made them proud, not humble; it led to bondage, not liberty. 
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We can seek to fulfill the Law (v. 17b). 

Jesus Christ fulfilled God’s Law in every area of His life. He fulfilled it in His birth because He was “made under the 

Law” (Gal. 4:4). Every prescribed ritual for a Jewish boy was performed on Him by His parents. He certainly 

fulfilled the Law in His life, for nobody was ever able to accuse Him of sin. While He did not submit to the traditions 

of the scribes and Pharisees, He always did what God commanded in the Law. The Father was “well pleased” with 

His Son (Matt. 3:17; 17:5). 

 

Jesus also fulfilled the Law in His teaching. It was this that brought Him into conflict with the religious leaders. 

When He began His ministry, Jesus found the Living Word of God encrusted with man-made traditions and 

interpretations. He broke away this thick crust of “religion” and brought the people back to God’s Word. Then, He 

opened the Word to them in a new and living way—they were accustomed to the “letter” of the Law and not the 

inner “kernel” of life. 

 

But it was in His death and resurrection that Jesus especially fulfilled the Law. He bore the curse of the Law (Gal. 

3:13). He fulfilled the Old Testament types and ceremonies so that they no longer are required of the people of God 

(see Heb. 9-10). He set aside the Old Covenant and brought in the New Covenant. 

 

Jesus did not destroy the Law by fighting it; He destroyed it by fulfilling it! Perhaps an illustration will make this 

clear. If I have an acorn, I can destroy it in one of two ways. I can put it on a rock and smash it to bits with a hammer. 

Or, I can plant it in the ground and let it fulfill itself by becoming an oak tree. 

 

When Jesus died, He rent the veil of the temple and opened the way into the holiest (Heb. 10:19). He broke down the 

wall that separated the Jews and Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-13). Because the Law was fulfilled in Christ, we no longer need 

temples made with hands (Acts 7:48ff) or religious rituals (Col. 2:10-13). 

 

How can we fulfill the Law? By yielding to the Holy Spirit and allowing Him to work in our lives (Rom. 8:1-3). The 

Holy Spirit enables us to experience the “righteousness of the law” in daily life. This does not mean we live sinlessly 

perfect lives, but it does mean that Christ lives out His life through us by the power of His Spirit (Gal. 2:20). 

 

When we read the Beatitudes, we see the perfect character of Jesus Christ. While Jesus never had to mourn over His 

sins, since He was sinless, He was still a “man of sorrows and acquainted with grief” (Isa. 53:3). He never had to 

hunger and thirst after righteousness since He was the holy Son of God, but He did delight in the Father’s will and 

find His satisfaction in doing it (John 4:34). The only way we can experience the righteousness of the Beatitudes is 

through the power of Christ. 

 

We can seek to do and teach the Law (v. 19). 

This does not mean we major on the Old Testament and ignore the New! Second Corinthians 3 makes it clear that 

ours is a ministry of the New Covenant. But there is a proper ministry of the Law (1 Tim. 1:9ff) that is not contrary to 

the glorious message of God’s grace. Jesus wants us to know more of the righteousness of God, obey it, and share it 

with others. The moral law of God has not changed. Nine of the Ten Commandments are repeated in the New 

Testament epistles and commanded to believers. (The exception is the Sabbath commandment, which was given as a 

sign to Israel, see Neh. 9:14.) 

 

We do not obey an external Law because of fear. No, believers today obey an internal Law and live because of love. 

The Holy Spirit teaches us the Word and enables us to obey. Sin is still sin, and God still punishes sin. In fact, we in 

this present age are more responsible because we have been taught and given more! 

 
It is the false teaching of salvation by self-effort that Jesus confronts head-on in this verse and which all of Scripture, 

from beginning to end, contradicts. As Paul makes clear in the Book of Romans, even Abraham, the father of the 

Jewish people, was saved by his faith, not by his works (Rom. 4:3; cf. Gen. 15:6).  

  

In Galatians the apostle explains that  Gal. 3:21-22: Is the law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? 

Absolutely not! For if a law had been given that could impart life, then righteousness would certainly have 
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come by the law. 22But the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin, so that what was 

promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe. 

 
Outside of sin itself, the Bible opposes nothing more vehemently than the religion of human achievement. 
  

 (Luke 18:9-14)  "To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody 

else, Jesus told this parable: {10} "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a 

tax collector. {11} The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: 'God, I thank you that I am not like 

other men--robbers, evildoers, adulterers--or even like this tax collector. {12} I fast twice a week and give 

a tenth of all I get.' {13} "But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, 

but beat his breast and said, 'God, have mercy on me, a sinner.' {14} "I tell you that this man, rather than 

the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who 

humbles himself will be exalted."" 
 

In that well-known story a Pharisee and a tax-gatherer went to the Temple to pray. The Pharisee prayed self-

righteously…The least-esteemed and most-hated man in Jewish society was the tax-gatherer, a fellow Jew who had 

sold out to Rome for the purpose of collecting taxes from his brethren. He extorted all he could get from the people, 

keeping for himself everything he purloined above what Rome required. He had forsaken both national, social, 

family, and religious loyalty for the sake of money.  

  

The Pharisee, on the other hand, was the model Jew, highly religious, moral, and respectable. Yet Jesus said that, 

despite the tax-gatherer’s treachery and sin, he would be justified by God because of his penitent faith, whereas the 

Pharisee, despite his high morals and religiousness, would be condemned, because he trusted in his own 

righteousness and good works. 

  

In the present passage Jesus teaches that the sort of righteousness exemplified by the Pharisees was not sufficient to 

gain entrance into His kingdom. To Jesus’ legalistic, works-oriented hearers, this was doubtlessly the most radical 

thing He had yet taught. If the meticulously religious and moral Pharisees could not get into heaven, who could? 

  

After showing the preeminence (v. 17), permanence (v. 18), and pertinence (v. 19) of Scripture, Jesus now shows its 

purpose. From the context of those preceding three verses it is clear that He is still speaking of “the Law and the 

Prophets,” the Old Testament Scriptures. In saying that true righteousness exceeds the kind displayed by the scribes 

and Pharisees, Jesus said that, whatever they did with man-made tradition, they did not live up to the standards of 

Scripture. 

  

The implied truth of Matthew 5:20 is this: The purpose of God’s law was to show that, to please God and to be 

worthy of citizenship in His kingdom, more righteousness is required than anyone can possibly have or accomplish in 

himself. The purpose of the law was not to show what to do in order to make oneself acceptable, much less to show 

how good one already is, but to show how utterly sinful and helpless all men are in themselves. (That is one of Paul’s 

themes in Romans and Galatians.) As the Lord pointed out to the Jews in the first beatitude, the initial step toward 

kingdom citizenship is poverty of spirit, recognizing one’s total wretchedness and inadequacy before God.  

  

Empty Worship: Confusing the Traditions of Men with the Doctrine of God (Matthew 14:34-15:20) 

One of God’s supreme commands is: “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain” (Ex. 20:7). That 

command obviously prohibits profanity or vulgarity in which the Lord’s name is used. It also obviously prohibits 

flippant, irreverent use of His name. But more than those obvious things, it also forbids any use of God’s name that is 

superficial, indifferent, insincere, or hypocritical. 

  

It has been said that God’s name is taken in vain more often inside the church than outside. I can’t number the times I 

have heard Christians exclaim My God when presented with something that is a surprise to them or some bad news. 

They are NOT talking to God or even talking about God…they are simply using His name in a vain way…and it is 

wrong. 
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Hypocritical worship was among the worst offenses of ancient Israel. The Lord declared through Isaiah, “Bring your 

worthless offerings no longer, incense is an abomination to Me. New moon and sabbath, the calling of assemblies—I 

cannot endure iniquity and the solemn assembly. I hate your new moon festivals and your appointed feasts, they have 

become a burden to Me. I am weary of bearing them. So when you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide My 

eyes from you, yes, even though you multiply prayers, I will not listen. Your hands are covered with blood” Isa. 1:13-

15. 

  

Even the ceremonies and observances God Himself had ordained became unacceptable, because they were offered 

hypocritically and without meaning. Isaiah continued: “‘Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean; remove the evil of 

your deeds from My sight. Cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, reprove the ruthless; defend the orphan, 

plead for the widow. Come now and let us reason together,’ says the Lord, ‘Though your sins are as scarlet, they will 

be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they will be like wool’” (vv. 16-18). 

  

Unless the heart of the worshiper is cleansed and purified, he cannot worship God acceptably, because he cannot 

worship God honestly and sincerely. The person with a sinful heart is opposed to God and it is not possible for him to 

worship rightly. Isaiah ends his prophecy with much the same warning as he begins it: “To this one I will look, to him 

who is humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word. But he who kills an ox is like one who slays a 

man; he who sacrifices a lamb is like the one who breaks a dog’s neck; he who offers a grain offering is like one who 

offers swine’s blood; he who burns incense is like the one who blesses an idol” (Isa. 66:2-3; cf. Prov. 21:27).  

  

As they went through the pretensions of offering sacrifices, the people were no better than criminals and pagans, 

because their hearts were not humble and contrite, but proud and rebellious. 

  

Through Amos, the Lord proclaimed the same message: “I hate, I reject your festivals, nor do I delight in your 

solemn assemblies. Even though you offer up to Me burnt offerings and your grain offerings, I will not accept them; 

and I will not even look at the peace offerings of your fatlings. Take away from Me the noise of your songs; I will not 

even listen to the sound of your harps. But let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing 

stream” (Amos 5:21-24).  

  

Malachi declared that to offer blemished and unworthy sacrifices was to despise God’s name (Mal. 1:6-7). 

  

In Matthew 14:34-15:20 Jesus preaches the same message as those prophets: Hearts that are not right with God 

cannot worship Him. Jesus was still popular with the multitudes of common people, but it was not because they 

trusted in Him as their Messiah-Savior but because He fed and healed them. Their interest in Him was selfish and 

their devotion to Him was superficial. They had no desire to follow Him as Lord but only to get from Him what they 

wanted. They did not want to serve Him but rather wanted Him to serve their every whim. 

  

Most of the religious leaders were already openly hostile to Jesus and had been plotting for some time how to kill 

Him (12:14). But to keep from antagonizing the common people who still followed Jesus, the leaders tried first to 

discredit Him before they openly attacked Him. 

  

In the present passage Jesus confronts the Jewish religious system of His day head on, showing, above all, the 

emptiness and worthlessness of its worship. In doing so, He further crystallizes the irreconcilable conflict between 

His gospel and that system. As the conflict unfolds, Jesus is first seen as the compassionate Healer (14:34-36), then 

as the condemning Judge (15:1-9), and finally as the correcting Teacher (vv. 10-20). 

  

(Matthew 14:34-36 NIV)  When they had crossed over, they landed at Gennesaret. {35} And when the men of that 

place recognized Jesus, they sent word to all the surrounding country. People brought all their sick to him {36} and 

begged him to let the sick just touch the edge of his cloak, and all who touched him were healed. 
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The Compassionate Healer 
After Jesus stepped into the boat with Peter, the storm immediately stopped (Matt. 14:32) and the boat immediately 

arrived “at the land to which they were going” (John 6:21). The land was Gennesaret, a small but very beautiful plain 

located between Capernaum and Magdala. According to Josephus it was a lush and extremely fertile area that 

produced a wide variety of crops. The fields and vineyards were irrigated from no less than four large springs, 

enabling farmers to produce three crops a year. Because the soil was so rich, it was all devoted to farming, and the 

area contained no towns or villages. It was therefore a quiet, peaceful region, inhabited by many kinds of birds and 

offering a good place for retreat and rest. 

  

Jesus probably intended to spend some time there alone with His disciples; but again His plans were interrupted, 

because when the men of that place recognized Him, they sent into all that surrounding district and brought to Him 

all who were sick. Although Jesus had previously healed thousands of people in that general area, there were 

obviously still many others who were sick with various afflictions. 

  

The people’s confidence in Jesus’ miraculous powers was now so firmly established that they began to entreat Him 

that they might just touch the fringe of His cloak. They may have heard of the woman with the hemorrhage who had 

been healed by that act (Matt. 9:20) and assumed that anyone could be healed in the same way. Whatever their 

thinking and motives may have been, Jesus had compassion on them and honored their expression of faith, because 

as many as touched it were cured. 

  

But Jesus wanted to do much more for them. Above all, He wanted to heal their sin-diseased hearts. That same day 

He offered Himself to them as the Bread of life which came down from heaven, which to eat would cause them never 

to hunger or thirst again and would give them eternal life (John 6:33-35, 48-51). But when they realized what it 

meant to eat that heavenly food and drink that heavenly drink, many of the shallow followers were offended and left 

Him (vv. 52-60, 66). Like so many people today who look to God only for what they want and care nothing for what 

He wants, most of the multitude had little to do with Jesus after He healed them. 

  

Although He did not withhold it from them, Jesus was grieved that the people sought no more from Him than 

physical healing. Because they did not ask for a full meal, He did not refuse them a piece of bread. Because they did 

not ask for spiritual help, He did not refuse them physical. In spite of their superficiality, ingratitude, and self-

centeredness, He mercifully healed them in order to reveal the compassionate heart of God. 

  

The Condemning Judge 
Just as Jesus offered compassion for the fickle crowds who wanted only food and healing from Him, He offered 

condemnation for the self-righteous, hypocritical religious leaders who wanted nothing from Him. They wanted 

nothing at all to do with Him, except what was necessary to discredit and destroy Him. 

  

In this crucial passage we see the antithetical nature of the gospel message in Jesus’ teaching: The God of 

compassion is also the God of condemnation. Just as He heals those who come to Him, He condemns those who 

reject Him. In these nine verses we first see Jesus’ confrontation and then His condemnation of the unbelieving and 

rebellious scribes and Pharisees. 

  

THE CONFRONTATION 
(Matthew 15:1-20 NIV)  Then some Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked, {2} 

"Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don't wash their hands before they eat!"  

  
Then is indefinite and does not precisely indicate the time sequence between the healings and the approach of the 

Pharisees and scribes. It is possible that this confrontation occurred several days after the healings. From John 6:4 we 

know it was the Passover season and that many Jews were traveling through Galilee on their way to Jerusalem for the 

feast. It was the third Passover of Jesus’ ministry, a year before His final celebration of it with the disciples in the 

upper room. 
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Since Pharisees and scribes from Jerusalem would not normally carry on their work in Galilee, it is likely their fellow 

religionists there had requested help in confronting Jesus, possibly channeling their request through the Sanhedrin, 

the high Jewish council. Jerusalem was the location of the Temple and of the most eminent schools of Judaism; and 

therefore this delegation doubtlessly carried heavy ecclesiastical weight. And because these Pharisees and scribes had 

prestige and learning superior to that of their counterparts in Galilee, Jesus treated them with greater severity. 

  

These men were familiar with Jesus’ teaching and ministry and came to Him with the specific purpose of proving 

Him to be an offender against their tradition. As soon as Jesus had begun to preach and teach, the leaders of the 

religious establishment realized He posed a severe threat to their legalistic system. Their religion was intentionally 

external and superficial, because it could be outwardly practiced with great zeal and diligence no matter what the 

condition of the heart or soul. It was a religion of ceremony and tradition that the most hardened unbeliever could 

follow. It was concerned with covering up sin, not exposing and cleansing it, with appearing righteous, not being 

righteous. Even before Jesus unequivocally proclaimed the truth in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:20), the Jewish 

leaders sensed that His kind of righteousness and theirs were diametrically opposed. The conflict ultimately resulted 

in the crucifixion—which they considered to be the victory of their way, whereas it was really its death knell. 

  

The visiting leaders first asked Jesus, Why do Your disciples transgress the tradition of the elders? For they do not 

wash their hands when they eat bread. They did not try to hide the fact that Jesus’ offense was against the tradition of 

the elders rather than God’s law. In their minds the tradition of the elders was superior to Scripture, in the sense that 

it was the only reliable interpretation of God’s Word. Just as Roman Catholics look to church dogma to discover 

what Scripture “really means,” most Jews of Jesus’ day looked to the tradition of the elders. In much the same way, 

many Protestants give more authority to the pronouncements of their denomination than to the Bible. 

  

The Talmud, which is the repository of Jewish tradition, teaches that God gave the oral law to Moses and then told 

Moses to pass it on to great men of Israel. These men were then to do three things with the law they had received. 

First, they were to deliberate on it and properly apply it. Second, they were to train disciples in order that the next 

generation would have teachers of the law. Third, they were to build a wall around the law in order to protect it. 

  

Because their hearts were not right with God, the rabbis’ wall-building “protection” of His law actually undermined 

and contradicted it. Their purpose was not to lead the people to worship and serve God from pure hearts made clean 

by Him, but to worship and serve Him by human means and from unchanged hearts. To provide the means for 

superficially keeping God’s commandments, regulation after regulation and ceremony after ceremony were added, 

until God’s own Word was utterly hidden behind the wall of tradition. Instead of protecting God’s Word, the 

tradition obscured and perverted it. 

  

When the northern kingdom of Israel and then the southern kingdom of Judah were taken into captivity, the Jewish 

people felt as if God had abandoned them. The real reason for their captivity, of course, was that they had abandoned 

Him. They were suffering God’s judgment, just as Isaiah, Jeremiah, and other prophets had repeatedly and vividly 

warned they would. 

  

While the Jews were in exile, scribes (the first of whom was Ezra) began to assemble and copy the various books of 

Scripture written to that time. They also began to make comments on various passages that seemed unclear; and 

gradually a larger and larger accumulation of interpretations was developed until there was more interpretation than 

Scripture. The distinction between Scripture and the traditions based on interpretations of Scripture gradually became 

less and less distinct, and before long tradition was more familiar and more revered than God’s own Word. 

  

By Jesus’ day, the tradition of the elders had for many years supplanted Scripture as the supreme religious authority 

in the minds of Jewish leaders and of most of the people. The traditions even affirmed that “the words of scribes are 

more lovely than the words of the law” and it became a greater offense in Judaism to transgress the teaching of some 

rabbi such as the revered Hillel than to transgress the teaching of Scripture. 

  

In the thinking of the Pharisees and scribes who approached Jesus on this occasion, it was therefore an extremely 

serious matter that His disciples would transgress the tradition of the elders. Jesus and His disciples disregarded all 
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the rabbinical traditions, and the particular infraction cited here was simply representative of many others that could 

have been mentioned. But the disciples’ failing to wash their hands when they ate was considered to be an especially 

serious offense. 

  

Wash had nothing to do with physical hygiene but referred to ceremonial rinsing. The purpose was to remove the 

ritual defilement caused by having touched something unclean, such as a dead body or a Gentile. Some of the rabbis 

even taught that a certain demon named Shibtah attached itself to people’s hands while they slept and that, if he were 

not ceremonially washed away, he would actually enter the body through the food handled by defiled hands. 

  

The value of ceremonial rinsing was held so high that one rabbi insisted that “whosoever has his abode in the land of 

Israel and eats his common food with rinsed hands may rest assured that he shall obtain eternal life.” Another rabbi 

taught that it would be better to walk four miles out of the way to get water than to eat with unwashed hands. A 

certain rabbi who was imprisoned and given a small ration of water used it to wash his hands before eating rather 

than to drink, claiming he would rather die than transgress the tradition. 

  

God had instituted certain prescribed ceremonial washings as part of the covenant given through Moses, but those 

were never more than outward symbols or pictures of spiritual truths. The Old Testament nowhere holds them up as 

having any merit, value, or blessing in themselves. 

  

Water jars were kept ready to be used before every meal. The minimum amount of water to be used was a quarter of 

a log, enough to fill one and a half egg shells. The water was first poured on both hands, held with the fingers pointed 

upward; and it must run down the arm as far as the wrist and drop off from the wrist, for the water was now itself 

unclean, having touched the unclean hands. And if it ran down the fingers again it would render them unclean. The 

process was repeated with hands held in the downward direction, the fingers pointing down. And finally each hand 

was cleansed by being rubbed with the fist of the other. A strict Jew would do this before every meal and between 

every course in every meal (For a fuller discussion read Alfred Edersheim’s The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 

vol. 2, pp.10-13.). 

  

Throughout history, man-made religion has attached great significance and benefit to ceremonies and ritualistic acts. 

Commenting on this universal tendency of man, Charles Spurgeon is reported to have facetiously asked his 

congregation, “If there were no Sunday morning service at ten, how many of you would be Christians?” 

  

{3} Jesus replied, "And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition? {4} For God said, 

'Honor your father and mother' and 'Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.' {5} But you say 

that if a man says to his father or mother, 'Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is a gift 

devoted to God,' {6} he is not to 'honor his father ' with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your 

tradition. {7} You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: {8} "'These people honor me with 

their lips, but their hearts are far from me. {9} They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by 

men.'"  

  

Before answering the Pharisees’ charge, Jesus gave a counter charge. He did not deny that His disciples  disregarded 

the rabbinical traditions; and He later explained to the multitudes (v. 11) and then to the disciples (vv. 17-18) why 

this particular tradition was worthless and meaningless. But He gave no answer or explanation to the accusing 

 Pharisees and scribes, dismissing their question as irrelevant. Instead, He asked them the immeasurably more 

important question, Why do you yourselves transgress the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition?  

  

Just as the Pharisees mentioned failure to wash their hands ceremonially before eating as an example of the disciples’ 

breaking tradition, Jesus mentioned the Pharisees’ overturning the fifth command-ment, honor your father and 

mother (see Ex. 20:12), as an example of their breaking the command-ment of God. He also reminded them of God’s 

penalty for breaking that command: He who speaks evil of father or mother, let him be put to death (See Ex. 21:17).  

  

Bound up in honoring father and mother is the responsibility to show them respect and love and to help meet their 

needs while they are alive. One tradition taught that “a son is bound to support his father even if he has to beg for 
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him.” But another tradition had come to supersede that one as well as the fifth commandment. It taught that whoever 

shall say to his father or mother, “Anything of mine you might have been helped by has been given to God,” he is not 

to honor his father or his mother while they are alive.  

  

The scribes and Pharisees knew the Ten Commandments well and could recite them easily from memory. They were 

the most educated of all Jewish men and were considered the supreme authorities on Scripture as well as tradition. 

They could not possibly have failed to see that this tradition directly violated God’s commandment to honor one’s 

father and mother. They knowingly replaced God’s specific command with their own contradicting tradition.  

  

Anything of mine translates doôron, which means gift. Mark uses the more technical term korban (7:11), which 

refers to a gift or sacrifice specifically offered to God. Sometime in the past, a tradition had developed that allowed a 

person to call all his possessions korban, thereby dedicating them to God. And because Scripture taught that a vow to 

God must not be violated (Num. 30:2), those possessions could not be used for anything but service to God. 

Therefore, if a man’s father or mother asked for financial assistance, he could tell them, Anything of mine you might 

have been helped by has been given to God. The Greek text of the next phrase is more emphatic than the English 

suggests. He is not to honor might better be rendered, “He must not honor.” The vow did not simply allow 

withholding help from father or … mother but actually forbade it.  

  

Except for what may have been actually given to the Temple or synagogue, however, the korban possessions 

remained in the person’s hands. And when he decided to use them for his own purposes, tradition permitted him to 

do so simply by saying korban over them again.  

  

In other words, the tradition was not designed to serve either God or the family but the selfish interests of the person 

making the hypocritical vow. To avoid giving up his possessions in order to support his parents, he could declare 

those possessions sacred and unusable; but as soon as he wanted to use them for himself he could just as easily 

reverse the vow. The covert purpose of that tradition was to invalidate the word of God by circumventing the fifth 

commandment.  

  

Angered by the callous selfishness of that tradition, Jesus said, You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you, 

saying, “This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far away from Me” (See Isa. 29:13).  

  

What Isaiah said of the people of his own day applied to the hypocrites of Jesus’ day as well, and to those of our 

own. An ancient rabbi said, “There are ten parts of hypocrisy in the world, nine at Jerusalem and one everywhere 

else.” The same might be said of much of the church. Satan has no greater allies than hypocrites who go under the 

guise of God’s people. And hypocrites have no greater ally than tradition, because tradition can be followed 

mechanically and  thoughtlessly, without conviction, sincerity, or purity of heart. Because traditions are made by 

men, they can be accom-plished by men. They require no faith, no trust, no dependence on God. Not only that, but 

they appeal to the flesh by feeding pride and self-righteousness. Often, as in this case, they also serve self-interest.  

  

Because traditions require no integrity of heart, they are easily substituted for true worship and obedience. That is 

why it is easy for people to honor God with their lips while their heart is far away from Him. And that is why ritual, 

ceremony, and other religious traditions are more likely to take worshipers further from God than bring them closer. 

And the further a person is from God, the more vain his worship becomes.  

  

The only heart that can worship God in spirit and in truth (John 4:24) is the heart that belongs to Him; and the only 

heart that belongs to Him is the heart cleansed from sin and made righteous by Him. It is this divine cleansing that 

God has always offered to those who trust in Him. “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you,” He 

said through Ezekiel, “and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will 

put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances” 

(Ezek. 36:26-27).  

  

Unless that transformation happens within a person, his righteousness cannot exceed the hypocritical and superficial 

righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees—in which case he can never enter the kingdom of God (Matt. 5:20).  
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 Jesus was condemned and crucified because He exposed the vileness of religious hypocrites who rejected God’s 

holy doctrines of grace in favor of their own sinful precepts of self-righteous works.  

  

There is, of course, nothing wrong with tradition as such. Many traditions help us to remember, cherish, and honor 

things that are noble and beautiful. But when traditions are substituted for, or in any way distort or distract from 

God’s Word, they are an offense against God and a barrier to right worship and living.  

  

When the precepts of men are taught as doctrines, man’s wisdom is elevated above God’s—which is the very root of 

all sin. It was Satan’s inducing Eve to trust her own wisdom above God’s that led to the fall and to every subsequent 

sin and evil in the world.  

  

The Correcting Teacher (vs. 10-20) 
Pollution has become a major problem in the modern world, and we read and hear much about it. The air; the soil, the 

rivers and lakes, and even the oceans have become polluted to a degree thought impossible a generation ago.  

  

The Bible also has much to say about pollution, but this pollution has plagued mankind from its beginning. It is a 

pollution that cannot be seen, smelled, tasted, or measured. Yet it is more lethal than anything modern 

environmentalists oppose. The New Testament uses five different verbs, three nouns, and one adjective to represent 

the idea of pollution, or defilement, and various forms of those terms are used dozens of times. The five uses in the 

present text of defile and defiles (vv. 11, 18, 20) are all from the verb koinooô, which means to make common, 

unclean, or polluted.  

  

God is concerned about the defilement of all of His creation, but especially about the defilement of man, who is made 

in His image, and most especially about the defilement of His own redeemed children. James admonishes Christians 

to hold to “pure and undefiled religion” (James 1:27), and Paul warns against consciences that are weak and  defiled 

(1 Cor. 8:7).  

  

It is a terribly serious matter for Christians to defile themselves, because their bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit (1 

Cor. 3:16-17). The Lord commends the church at Sardis for not having soiled, or defiled, its garments (Rev. 3:4), and 

in the eternal heavenly kingdom there will be no object or person who is defiled (Rev. 14:4;  21:27).  

  

But even in our present earthly life, we are commanded to grow into the likeness of our Lord Jesus Christ (Eph. 

4:13), who is “holy, innocent, undefiled” (Heb. 7:26). Like His Son, God’s people are to be clean, pure, holy, 

spotless, unpolluted, and undefiled (2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:27; 2 Pet. 3:14).  

  

In Matthew 15:1-20, Jesus first states the principle of spiritual defilement, then describes the violation of the 

principle, and finally elucidates the meaning of the principle.  

  

THE PRINCIPLE STATED 
{10} Jesus called the crowd to him and said, "Listen and understand. {11} What goes into a man's mouth does not 

make him 'unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him 'unclean.'" 

  

Because the time sequence between chapters 14 and 15 is not clear, we cannot be certain about the identity of this 

multitude; but it is probably the group described in 14:34-36 who had come to Jesus for healing. 

  

This period of healing and teaching (see John 6:26-71) apparently lasted for many days, because it carried Jesus to 

numerous villages, cities, and countrysides (Mark 6:56). Sometime during this period the delegation of scribes and 

Pharisees from Jerusalem had come to Galilee to discredit Jesus and had instead been discredited by Him. 

  

The multitude had been standing on the sidelines, listening to Jesus condemn the religious leaders. Now He called 

them to Him in order to explain what He had just said about unscriptural traditions and empty worship. 
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Hear, and understand was a common idiom that meant, “Listen carefully and pay close attention,” and was used to 

precede a message of great importance. It was not that what Jesus said would be hard to understand but that it would 

be hard to accept. The greatest stumbling block to salvation has always been lack of acceptance and belief of the 

gospel, not lack of understanding it. It is precisely when the gospel is clearest—as when it was taught by Jesus 

Himself—that it is also likely to be the most unacceptable. 

  

As usual, Jesus’ illustration was simple and based on the common knowledge and everyday experiences of the 

people. Not what enters into the mouth defiles the man, He explained, but what proceeds out of the mouth, this 

defiles the man. Spiritual defilement is a matter of the inside, not the outside. No spiritual or moral contamination can 

result from what we eat. The physical has no way of defiling the spiritual. “Don’t be deceived and misled by the 

foolish traditions you have been taught,” Jesus was saying. “The practice of washing your hands before you eat has 

nothing to do with making you undefiled. What matters is what is in your heart. It is the evil in the heart, which 

eventually proceeds out of the mouth, that defiles the man.” 

  

No Jew should have been shocked at what Jesus was saying. Just as in the Sermon on the Mount, He was not 

teaching new truths but was simply reinforcing truths that God’s Word had always taught. Even the most unlearned 

among the crowd had doubtlessly heard the story of the Lord’s choosing David to be Israel’s king in place of Saul. 

When Jesse brought his sons before Samuel, the prophet thought that Eliab, the eldest, was “‘surely the Lord’s 

anointed.’… But the Lord said to Samuel, ‘Do not look at his appearance or at the height of his stature, because I 

have rejected him; for God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the 

heart’” (1 Sam. 16:6-7). 

  

Circumcision was the mark of the covenant given to Abraham, and it was looked on with the greatest possible 

reverence by Jews. But even before Israel entered the Promised Land, God declared through Moses, “And now 

Israel, what does the Lord your God require from you, but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all His ways and 

love Him, and to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to keep the Lord’s 

commandments and His statutes which I am commanding you today for your good?… Circumcise then your heart” 

(Deut. 10:12-13, 16).  

  

The Old Testament repeatedly declares that the only religious ceremony or activity that pleases God is that which 

comes from a contrite, pure, and loving heart (Josh. 24:23; 1 Kings 8:23; 2 Chron. 11:16; Isa. 51:7; 57:15). 

  

The expression proceeds out of the mouth ties in closely with the idea of not eating with unwashed hands. But Jesus 

was referring not simply to what a person says but also to what he thinks and does. In the parallel passage in Mark’s 

gospel, Jesus says, “The things which proceed out of the man are what defile the man” (Mark 7:15, emphasis added). 

A person’s defiled heart is expressed both in what he says and in what he does; but the mouth is the more dominant 

revealer of internal pollution, because it is through our words that hatred, deception, cruelty, blasphemy, and most 

other evils are most clearly manifest. 

  

Mark also tells us that, in overturning this superficial, unscriptural tradition of hand washing, Jesus “declared all 

foods clean” (Mark 7:19). Jesus’ teaching that not what enters into the mouth defiles the man may therefore have 

been the most astounding thing the people had ever heard, because few things were more sacred to the Jews of that 

day than their dietary laws. Form was everything. Following the teaching and example their religious leaders, 

orthodox Jews lived entirely by externals —which are the marks of every false religion. 

  

Jewish traditions had multiplied so much by Jesus’ time that it became impossible for anyone, even full-time 

religionists such as the scribes and Pharisees, to keep all of them. The rabbis had therefore developed “the law of 

intention.” If a person arose in the morning and said, “I intend to be pure all day,” he could waive the ceremonies and 

consider them fulfilled because of his good intention. The intention, of course, was not good at all, because its 

purpose was to evade rather than fulfill the tradition—showing that the Jews were hypocritical even about their own 

man-made standards. 
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If those ceremonial requirements and restrictions were entirely external, we might ask, why did God require them? 

God gave those outward signs in the early days of the Old Covenant, immediately after His people had spent four 

hundred years among the pagan, idolatrous, and morally corrupt Egyptians. The Ten Commandments were Israel’s 

first written communication from God, and before that time they had only limited knowledge of His character and 

will. After He called Abraham to be the head of His chosen people, the Lord gave specific instructions and directions 

to select leaders of His people from time to time, but He had not revealed Himself in any detail. And just as parents 

use pictures to help teach their young children, God used those symbols and pictures to help teach His truth to the 

children of Israel, who were then young in His ways. 

  

God’s forbidding a person to sacrifice while ceremonially unclean was a picture of not coming to worship Him when 

not spiritually clean from sin. Outward cleanliness was a picture of inward cleanliness. The Old Testament nowhere 

teaches that circumcision, ceremonial cleansing, refraining from certain foods, or any such outward act—even though 

prescribed by God—could save a person and make him right with the Lord. As Paul makes clear, Abraham was 

counted righteous on the basis of his faith—before the rite of circumcision, or any other rite, was established. 

Circumcision was but “a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had while uncircumcised” (Rom. 4:1-12). 

That is why, even from the earliest days of the nation Israel, God’s command was to “circumcise … your heart” 

(Deut. 10:16; cf. Jer. 4:4). 

  

The book of Hebrews is a commentary on the book of Leviticus, and neither can be properly understood without the 

other. The writer of Hebrews continually reminds his Jewish readers that the Old Testament sacrifices were but 

pictures of the real, true, perfect, and complete sacrifice that Christ made on the cross.  

  

The Old Testament priests were “a copy and shadow of the heavenly things” (Heb. 8:5). The Tabernacle and its Holy 

Place were “a symbol for the present time. Accordingly both gifts and sacrifices are offered which cannot make the 

worshiper perfect in conscience, since they relate only to food and drink and various washings, regulations for the 

body imposed until a time of reformation” (9:10).  

  

The time of reformation was the time of the ministry and sacrifice of the Messiah, God’s Son. The Old Testament 

law—holy, righteous, and good as it was (Rom. 7:12)—nevertheless was “only a shadow of the good things to come 

and not the very form of things” (Heb. 10:1).  

  

It was always God’s desire and intention that His people “draw near with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, 

having [their] hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and [their] bodies washed with pure water” 10:22. 

  

Hebrews 5:12 through 6:8 is devoted entirely to appealing to Jews who were considering the gospel, and perhaps had 

taken some tentative steps toward acceptance, to leave behind their symbolic ceremonies and sacrifices and come all 

the way to the living Reality to whom those symbols pointed. (See the author’s commentary on Hebrews.) 

  

From the time the Old Covenant was first given to them, God’s people were more concerned with outside ritual than 

with inside righteousness. Ritual requires no change of heart, no forsaking of sin, no repentance before God. It allows 

a person to display symbols of religion while holding on to his sins. It is religion of form rather than faith, and is 

therefore empty and hypocritical. 

  

The people of Israel not only failed to appreciate the spiritual truths pictured by God’s prescribed ceremonies and 

restrictions but they also added their own pictures to God’s. And the more they multiplied the pictures, the more they 

trusted in the pictures and the less they trusted in God. Instead of pointing them to God, the traditions led them 

further from Him. Instead of enhancing faith, the traditions stifled faith and enhanced self-reliance and self-

righteousness. Therefore, when God’s perfect Reality came to earth, His people were so enmeshed in their traditions 

and so far from His Word, that they crucified God incarnate. 

  

The matter of externals was so deeply ingrained in Jewish thinking that even Jewish believers in the early church 

often had great difficulty forsaking them. Several years after Pentecost, Peter still could not accept the idea that all 

foods were now clean. It required a special vision from God, instruction repeated three times, and a special 
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demonstration of the work of the Holy Spirit to convince Him that both all foods and all people cleansed by God are 

acceptable to Him (see Acts 10:1-33).  

  

Even years after that experience, Peter slipped back into his old mind-set and for a while “began to withdraw and 

hold himself aloof [from Gentiles], fearing the party of the circumcision” Gal. 2:12. 

  

Paul warns that the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to 

deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons, by means of the hypocrisy of liars seared in their own conscience as with a 

branding iron, men who forbid marriage and advocate abstaining from foods, which God has created to be gratefully 

shared in by those who believe and know the truth. For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be 

rejected, if it is received with gratitude; for it is sanctified by means of the word of God and prayer. (1 Tim. 4:1-5) 

  

THE PRINCIPLE VIOLATED 
{12} Then the disciples came to him and asked, "Do you know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard 

this?"  {13} He replied, "Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be pulled up by the roots. {14} 

Leave them; they are blind guides. If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a pit."  

  

From Mark we learn that Jesus and His disciples “entered the house” (Mark 7:17), probably the home where they had 

been staying in Capernaum. They were now away from the crowd and the Jewish leaders from Jerusalem, and the 

disciples said to Jesus, Do you know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this statement? Jesus knew 

very well that His statement about ceremonial washings undercut the very foundation of the legalistic system of the 

Pharisees and that they would be greatly offended by it. He meant to offend them. 

  

Just as their opposition to Jesus would continue to increase until they finally put Him to death, so would His 

accusations against them. He would accuse them of not entering the kingdom and of preventing others from entering, 

of devouring widow’s houses while making a pretense of prayer, of making their converts twice as much sons of hell 

as themselves, of carefully tithing their smallest herbs but of neglecting justice, mercy, and faithfulness, of appearing 

clean on the outside but of being full of robbery and self-indulgence, of being whitewashed tombs that contained 

filthy bones of dead men, of being full of hypocrisy and lawlessness, and of being of the same character as their 

forefathers who killed God’s prophets (Matt. 23:13-30). 

  

The Pharisees so idolized their system of tradition that they actually taught that God spent all day studying His own 

law and all night studying the Mishna that interpreted the law. Some believed God presided over the heavenly 

Sanhedrin, that the rabbis sat next to God according to their holiness, and that together they studied the Halakah (the 

legal part of the Talmud) and made decisions.  

  

They taught that, after God had spent such hard work studying the law and the Mishna, He spent three hours each 

evening playing with leviathan. The Lord was so distraught at the destruction of the Temple, they claimed, that in 

each of the three watches of the night He roared like a lion; and when He cried, His tears fell into the ocean and 

caused earthquakes. They even taught that, like themselves, God wore a prayer shawl and phylacteries.  

  

Worst of all, they taught that when Moses died, God touched his body and was therefore Himself defiled and had to 

be cleansed by Aaron, the first high priest. They had carefully boxed the Creator of the universe within their 

imaginative, petty, foolish, and wicked system. 

  

The first truth about hypocrites that is evident from this passage is that they are offended by the truth. People who 

live in spiritual and moral darkness cannot stand to be exposed to the light and be shown for what they really are. The 

truth tears off their masks and reveals the sinful, ugly reality behind it. 

  

Second, hypocrites are destined for judgment, because, Jesus said, every plant which My heavenly Father did not 

plant shall be rooted up. Those plants are the ungodly tares, which God now allows to grow alongside the godly 

wheat. But at the end of the age, the tares will be “gathered up and burned with fire” as God’s angels “will gather out 
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of His kingdom all stumbling blocks, and those who commit lawlessness, and will cast them into the furnace of fire” 

Matt. 13:40-42. 

  

Hypocrisy is so reprehensible in God’s eyes that Jesus condemns the sinner along with the sin. Jesus’ most constant 

and repeated charge against the scribes and Pharisees was their hypocrisy. They were so far from the kingdom and 

such intransigent enemies of the kingdom that the King said, Leave them alone, which could also be translated, 

“Keep away from them and have nothing to do with them.” In a similar way, when Ephraim had joined itself to idols, 

God said, “Let him alone” (Hos. 4:17), as if that people were abandoned to judgment. 

  

It is spiritually dangerous to stay around apostates and others who steadfastly reject and oppose the gospel of Christ. 

If there is opportunity to witness to them, it should be done with the greatest of caution, “snatching them out of the 

fire,” as it were, and being careful not to get burned ourselves in the process (Jude 23). We should not even listen to 

“the opposing arguments of what is falsely called knowledge” (1 Tim. 6:20). Exposing ourselves to such people and 

such teaching risks spiritual disaster (cf. 2 John 8-11). 

  

Even Jesus did not debate the ungodly scribes and Pharisees. When He responded to their questions or accusations, it 

was always in the form of correcting their doctrinal error and of condemning their spiritual and moral wickedness. 

  

Perhaps the disciples were told to leave them alone also in the sense of not trying to judge men in order to weed out 

those who seem to be tares. Human judgment is imperfect and would inevitably uproot some good plants with the 

bad (Matt. 13:29). Concern for the purity of God’s church sometimes makes believers want to take judgment into 

their own hands; but the Lord forbids that. In the first place, believers are not qualified for it; and in the second, it is 

not yet the time. 

  

Third, hypocrites always lead others to disaster. It is bad enough that they themselves cannot and will not see the 

truth; it is even worse that they recruit others to their ungodliness. They are not only blind but blind guides of the 

blind. And if a blind man guides a blind man, both will fall into a pit. 

  

The pit physically referred to holes that were dug in a field or pasture and filled with water for use as drinking 

troughs for animals. A blind man walking through a field would eventually fall into a pit. But the spiritual meaning 

of pit is hell. The blind guides are the Pharisees themselves, and the other blind are their converts, who become twice 

the sons of hell as their teachers (Matt. 23:15). 

  

Jesus’ calling the Pharisees blind guides was a play on their own description of themselves as “leaders of the blind.” 

Jesus was saying, “Yes, you are leaders of the blind; but you are in the same condition as those you lead. You 

yourselves are blind.” 

  

THE PRINCIPLE ELUCIDATED 
{15} Peter said, "Explain the parable to us." {16} "Are you still so dull?" Jesus asked them. {17} "Don't you see that 

whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? {18} But the things that come out of the 

mouth come from the heart, and these make a man 'unclean.' {19} For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, 

adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. {20} These are what make a man 'unclean'; but eating 

with unwashed hands does not make him 'unclean.'" 

  

The parable that Peter wanted Jesus to explain refers to the illustration of verse 11. It was not so much that the 

disciples did not understand what Jesus meant as that they found it hard to accept—just as had the crowd and the 

scribes and Pharisees. As already mentioned, even years after Pentecost, Peter was not able to accept fully the idea 

that all foods were clean (Acts 10:14; Gal. 2:11-12). 

  

In what must have been a tone of grief, Jesus replied, Are you still lacking in understanding? “With all I have taught 

during the last two years,” the Lord was saying, “are you still like the multitudes who do not know what I am talking 

about? Do you still fail to comprehend the absolute superiority of spirituality over formality, of the internal over the 

external, of reality over the shadow?” 
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Continuing with the figure of eating, Jesus said, Do you not understand that everything that goes into the mouth 

passes into the stomach, and is eliminated? In Mark’s account, Jesus’ adds, “because it does not go into his heart” 

(7:19).  

  

Because food is only physical, it can only affect the physical. It cannot defile the inner person, represented by the 

heart, because the physical and the spiritual are of two different orders. Physical pollution, no matter how corrupt, 

cannot cause spiritual or moral pollution. Ceremonies, rituals, and other external practices cannot cleanse a person 

spiritually, and failure to observe them cannot defile a person spiritually. Ceremonial cleansing, even under the Old 

Covenant, never did more than picture spiritual cleansing. 

  

Rather, Jesus said, it is the things that proceed out of the mouth and come from the heart that defile the man. The 

heart represents the inner person, his thoughts, attitudes, desires, loyalties, and motives. When the heart is filled with 

evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, fake witness, slanders, and other such ungodliness, these are 

the things which defile. 

  

It was the Pharisees’ inner unrighteousness—shown in the extreme by their evil thoughts to destroy Jesus—that 

corrupted them. The central moral thrust of the Sermon on the Mount is that the basis of all sin is the inner thought, 

not the outward act. A person commits the sin when he wants to do it, whether or not he ever carries it out in action. 

Murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, slanders, and all other sins begin in the heart (See Matt. 5:21-

37). 

  

The things that defile the man come from an unwashed heart, not from unwashed hands. The need is for God to 

cleanse men’s hearts, not for men to wash their hands. 

  

Paul warned Titus that “rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision,… must be 

silenced because they are upsetting whole families, teaching things they should not teach.… For this cause reprove 

them severely that they may be sound in the faith, not paying attention to Jewish myths and commandments of men 

who turn away from the truth” (Titus 1:10-11, 13-14). The apostle then goes on to say, “To the pure, all things are 

pure, but to those who are defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure, but both their mind and their conscience are 

defiled. They profess to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him, being detestable and disobedient, and worthless 

for any good deed” (vv. 15-16). 

  

When a person is defiled on the inside, what he does on the outside is also defiled. But when a person is pure in 

heart—undefiled on the inside—he will see God (Matt. 5:8). 

  

(Matthew 16:1-12 NIV)  The Pharisees and Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a 

sign from heaven. {2} He replied, "When evening comes, you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,' {3} and 

in the morning, 'Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.' You know how to interpret the appearance 

of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times. {4} A wicked and adulterous generation looks for a 

miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah." Jesus then left them and went away. {5} When 

they went across the lake, the disciples forgot to take bread. {6} "Be careful," Jesus said to them. "Be on your guard 

against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees." {7} They discussed this among themselves and said, "It is because 

we didn't bring any bread." {8} Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked, "You of little faith, why are you talking 

among yourselves about having no bread? {9} Do you still not understand? Don't you remember the five loaves for 

the five thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? {10} Or the seven loaves for the four thousand, and how 

many basketfuls you gathered? {11} How is it you don't understand that I was not talking to you about bread? But be 

on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees." {12} Then they understood that he was not telling 

them to guard against the yeast used in bread, but against the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 
  

As Jesus prepares to contrast the righteousness of the kingdom with the traditional interpretation and application of 

the Law, He does so with a strong warning to those who would enter the kingdom of heaven 
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Far worse than physical blindness is the reality that every person has been afflicted with spiritual blindness because 

of sin, and without the help of God through the work of His Son, Jesus Christ, spiritual life and sight remain forever 

impossible. 

  

It is no wonder that Jesus frequently referred to hell as “outer darkness” (Matt. 8:12; 22:13; 25:30), because it is the 

eternal perpetuation of the spiritual darkness that unbelieving man refuses to forsake while he is on earth. Matthew 

16:1-4 pictures spiritually blind persons who will never see, epitomized by the unbelieving Pharisees and Sadducees 

who refused to receive the light and life that Jesus offered.  

  

In contrast, verses 5-12 give a picture of the spiritually blind who, by God’s sovereign grace, are made to see. The 

four characteristics of these persons are the reverse sides of the characteristics of the blind who will never see: they 

seek the light, curse the darkness, receive still greater light, and are taught by the Lord. 

  

They Seek the Light 
The disciples stood at a crossroads as they decided whether or not to hold on to the system in which they were reared 

and identify themselves with the Pharisees and Sadducees, whom they had been trained to respect and honor. The 

Pharisees were the recognized interpreters of the Jewish law and traditions, and the Sadducees were the religious 

aristocracy, which customarily included the high priest and the chief priests. 

  

But the Twelve did not hesitate in following Jesus, and when He crossed back to the eastern, Gentile side of the Sea 

of Galilee, they came to the other side with Him. They genuinely sought God’s light, and they knew Jesus was 

Himself that light. Through Jeremiah, the Lord had promised, “You will seek Me and find Me, when you search for 

Me with all your heart. And I will be found by you” (Jer. 29:13-14). The disciples had seeking hearts, and God 

honored His promise to lead them to Himself. 

  

As He stood teaching in the Temple one day, Jesus declared to the disciples along with the unbelieving scribes and 

Pharisees, “I am the light of the world; he who follows Me shall not walk in the darkness, but shall have the light of 

life” (John 8:12). The disciples believed that truth, and they knew that, as God’s light, He not only was to be seen but 

followed. They knew the Messiah would come “as a light to the nations” (Isa. 42:6) and, as David had proclaimed, 

would indeed be their “light and [their] salvation” (Ps. 27:1). Jesus was the light that illumined their darkness, and, 

though often stumbling and misunderstanding, they genuinely sought to follow Him. 

  

But not everyone who became interested in Jesus was faithful to follow Him. When they began to realize the true 

nature of His message and the cost of discipleship, many superficial disciples “withdrew, and were not walking with 

Him anymore” (John 6:66). 

  

But the true believers knew they would never be able to have spiritual sight apart from the gracious work of God on 

their behalf through Jesus Christ. Some of them perhaps prayed with the psalmist, “Open my eyes, that I may behold 

wonderful things from Thy law.… Teach me, O Lord, the way of Thy statutes,… Incline my heart to Thy 

testimonies,… Thy hands made me and fashioned me; give me understanding, that I may learn Thy commandments” 

(Ps. 119:18, 33, 36, 73). 

  

They Curse the Darkness 
Because they sought God’s light, the true disciples also, in effect, cursed Satan’s darkness. They had hungry hearts 

for God’s light and truth and were eager learners. They turned their backs on the willfully blind and corrupt Pharisees 

and Sadducees, who led their followers into deeper and deeper darkness and made them even more wicked than 

themselves (see Matt. 23:15). When Jesus asked “the twelve, “You do not want to go away also, do you?’ Simon 

Peter answered Him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have words of eternal life. And we have believed and have 

come to know that You are the Holy One of God’” (John 6:67-69). 

  

They were as naturally blind as the Pharisees and Sadducees, but unlike those unbelieving religious leaders, the 

Twelve recognized their blindness and came to Jesus for help. 
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They Receive Still Greater Light  
As soon as the disciples arrived at the other side with Jesus, they realized they had forgotten to take bread with  them. 

They had left hurriedly after the confrontation with the Pharisees and Sadducees (vv. 1-4), and on the sparsely  

populated northeastern side of the Sea of Galilee they were possibly many miles from a place where they could buy  

food. Mark reports that they “did not have more than one loaf in the boat with them” (Mark 8:14), far from enough 

to  feed thirteen men even one meal.  

  

Despite Jesus’ divine teaching, His perfect example, and His great miracles, the disciples still thought and functioned 

primarily on the physical level. When they became hungry after rowing to the other side of the lake, their  thoughts 

did not turn to Jesus’ provision but to their own lack. As He frequently did, the Lord took their extremity as a  divine 

opportunity to teach His truth.  

  

That is an apt example of how Christians should disciple other Christians, walking alongside them and helping  them 

interpret life’s struggles, perplexities, problems, and opportunities in light of spiritual truth and resources.  Christian 

maturity is learning to live day by day by the light of God’s Word and in His provision.  

  

Knowing the disciples’ concern over their lack of food, Jesus said to them, “‘Watch out and beware of the  leaven of 

the Pharisees and Sadducees.” The imperative watch out is from horaoô, which has the basic meaning of  seeing 

clearly or taking notice of. “Open your eyes,” Jesus was saying, “and pay close attention to the leaven of the  

Pharisees and Sadducees. Don’t be concerned about bread but about what is truly important. In the present situation,  

what is important is the spiritual danger of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”  

  

Christ was only months from the cross, and He had much more to teach the disciples and they had much more to 

learn. One day without food was of no consequence. But like believers in all ages, the disciples were caught up in the 

physical and temporal. Their spiritual vision was limited, and their spiritual attention span was short.  

  

Because the disciples’ thoughts were on physical food they missed the spiritual warning, so that when Jesus  

mentioned leaven they began to discuss among themselves, saying, “It is because we took no bread.” Perhaps they  

thought Jesus was concerned that they might buy some bread to eat that was baked by a Pharisee or sold by a 

Sadducee  and that it would therefore somehow be defiled.  

  

But such things were of no consequence to Jesus, as the Twelve  should have known from what He repeatedly said 

and did. Only a short while before, He had made plain that it is “not what enters into the mouth [that] defiles the 

man” (Matt. 15:11).  

  

Jesus was not the least  oncerned about whether the  earthly bread they ate came from a Pharisee or a Sadducee, a 

Jew or a Gentile. Such matters have absolutely no  bearing on spirituality and godliness and were not in His mind 

when He spoke that warning.  

  

The disciples were confused about what Jesus meant because their earthly orientation was a great barrier to  spiritual 

vision. Their response revealed again how much they needed divine help in understanding, prompting the  Lord to 

say to them what He had said numerous times before: “You men of little faith” (cf. Matt. 6:30; 8:26; 14:31).  They 

did not fail to understand because of limited information or limited intellectual ability but because of limited  faith.  

  
“Why do you discuss among yourselves that you have no bread?” “You should know that I am not speaking  about 

the fact that we have no bread,” He said in effect. “Do you not yet understand or remember the five loaves  of the 

five thousand, and how many baskets you  took up? Or the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how many large 

baskets you took up? How is it that you do not understand that I did not speak to you concerning bread?” “If I were 

concerned about our having bread, I would simply create some Myself,” He implied, ‘lust as I did when I fed the five 

thousand in Jewish territory, where twelve baskets were left over (see John 6:1-14), and the four thousand in Gentile 

territory, where seven baskets remained (see Matt. 15:32-39). Have you forgotten those occasions so soon?”  
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When believers live on the level of spiritual trust and obedience, God makes provision for their physical needs. In the 

Sermon on the Mount Jesus cautioned, “Do not be anxious then, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we 

drink?’ or ‘With what shall we clothe ourselves?’ For all these things the Gentiles eagerly seek; for your heavenly 

Father knows that you need all these things. But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness; and all these things 

shall he added to you” (Matt. 6:31-33). 

  

“He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food,” Paul assured the Corinthians, “will supply and multiply 

your seed for sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness” (2 Cor. 9:10).  

  

The Twelve needed to heed the counsel Paul would one day give the church at Philippi: “Finally, brethren, whatever 

is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if 

there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things’, (Phil. 4:8; cf. Col. 3:2). 

The Christian needs constant exposure to the Word of God and constant illumination by the Spirit of God.  

  

Only God’s Word and Spirit can raise him above the cares, concerns, perplexities, and confusion that are the 

inevitable  heritage of life that is viewed and lived purely in the human dimension.  

  

Jesus was grieved that the Twelve, after so much clear teaching and so many miraculous manifestations, were still 

living by human rather than by divine sight. But He was patient with them, as He always is with His own, and He 

knew they could not comprehend without divine illumination.  

  

He then repeated the warning (cf. v. 8): “Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”  

  

Leaven made bread rise before baking and was used in much the same way yeast is used today. But the only method 

ancient peoples had for reproducing yeast was to save a small piece of unbaked dough, which was later used to start 

fermentation in the next batch of bread.  

  

Because a small piece of leaven was able to cause a relatively large amount of dough to rise, the term was often used 

figuratively to represent any sort of influence—usually, but not inherently, a harmful influence, as seen in its use in 

Matthew 13:33. When the Israelites were led out of bondage in Egypt, the Lord did not allow them to take any 

leavened bread with them, symbolically representing His intention that the people take no influence of pagan Egypt 

with them into the Promised Land. Israel was to start life afresh, with no contaminating influence from the wicked, 

ungodly land of her oppression.  

  

It was the spiritually contaminating influence of the Pharisees and Sadducees that Jesus here uses leaven to  

represent. “Beware of their influence,” the Lord was saying. “Their way of thinking and living has no part in My 

kingdom or its righteousness.”  

  

On another occasion Jesus explained that the leaven of the Pharisees was hypocrisy (Luke 12:1). their particular form 

of ungodliness was characterized by religious phoniness, external purity without internal righteousness. The legalism, 

formalism, and ritualism they cherished so dearly were a cover for spiritual uncleanness and deadness. “Woe to you, 

scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” Jesus told them. “For you are like whitewashed tombs which on the outside 

appear beautiful, but inside they are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness” (Matt. 23:27).  And their 

hypocrisy adversely permeated the whole religious scene in Israel.  

  

The leaven of the… Sadducees, on the other hand, was religious liberalism. To them, religion was primarily a means 

to earthly, temporal ends. They did not believe in angels, miracles, the resurrection, an afterlife, or anything else 

supernatural (see Acts 23:8). They were thoroughly materialistic and rationalistic, and they, too, had an adverse 

permeating influence with many.  

  

Both types of leaven are enemies of the gospel. They corrupt God’s truth and God’s people. “Don’t let either the 

legalism of the Pharisees or the liberalism of the Sadducees influence you,” Jesus was saying. False doctrine is 
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always a danger, no matter what its form, and it should be shunned and rejected by the believer wherever and 

however it is encountered.  

  

The Galatian church was threatened by the legalistic perversions of the Judaizers, who insisted that observance of 

circumcision and the Mosaic law be added to the finished work of Christ. To them Paul declared, “This is the only 

thing I want to find out from you: did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law, or by hearing with faith? Are 

you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?” (Gal. 3:2-3).  

  

The Colossian church, on the other hand, was threatened by religious rationalism and liberalism. To those believers 

Paul wrote, “See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the 

tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ” (Col. 2:8).  

  

False doctrine is never to be trifled with or minimized. Jude warns that when a believer seeks to help deliver someone 

from a false system he should go about it as if he were snatching a brand from the fire (Jude 23). To get too close to a 

cult or pagan religion is to risk being burned. 

  

They Are Taught by the Lord 
Because the Twelve received His light, God gave them still greater light. Jesus explained that He was not talking 

about physical bread but was warning them to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees. By the Lord’s 

sovereign and gracious illumination, then they understood that He did not say to beware of the leaven of bread, but of 

the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

  

Jesus’ continual desire during His earthly ministry was to teach those who trusted in Him, the apostles in particular. 

Even after He rose from the grave He continued to teach during the forty days before His ascension (Acts 1:3). He 

had already provided for the continuation of His teaching after the ascension: “The Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the 

Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you” 

(John 14:26).  

  

A short while later He told His disciples, “I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. But 

when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, 

but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come. He shall glorify Me; for He shall 

take of Mine, and shall disclose it to you. All things that the Father has are Mine; therefore I said, that He takes of 

Mine, and will disclose it to you (John 16:12-15). 

  

Not only is the believer given God’s own Word to study and believe but is given His indwelling Spirit to illumine 

and interpret the Word. A vital part of the Holy Spirit’s present ministry is to elucidate God’s Word and apply it to 

the hearts and lives of those who belong to Christ. John assured his Christian readers, “You have an anointing from 

the Holy One, and you all know.… And as for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you 

have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, 

and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him” (1 John 2:20, 27). 

  

Paul declared to the Corinthian believers, “My message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, 

but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith should not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the 

power of God” (1 Cor. 2:4-5).  

  

Writing as God’s apostle, Paul’s word was God’s Word, not human wisdom but divine. “For our gospel did not 

come to you in word only,” he explained to the Thessalonians, “but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full 

conviction” (1 Thess. 1:5). 

  

When on a previous occasion the disciples had asked Jesus, “‘Why do You speak to them [the multitudes] in 

parables?’… He answered and said to them, “To you it has been granted to know the mysteries of the kingdom of 

heaven, but to them it has not been granted’” (Matt. 13:10-11).  
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The majority of the people who heard Jesus teach and preach had no desire for the things of God, and therefore what 

He said made no sense to them. “While seeing they do not see,” Jesus explained; “and while hearing they do not 

hear, nor do they understand.… For the heart of this people has become dull, and with their ears they scarcely hear, 

and they have closed their eyes lest they should see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand with 

their heart and return, and I should heal them” (vv. 13, 15).  

  

But to the Twelve Jesus then said, “Blessed are your eyes, because they see; and your ears, because they hear” (v. 

16). The difference was not in the innate ability of the disciples but in their willingness to be taught by God. They, 

too, were spiritually blind., but through their faith the Lord enabled them to see. 

  

“Things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard, and which have not entered the heart of man, all that God 

has prepared for those who love Him,” Paul wrote, quoting Isaiah. “For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; 

for the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God.… Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the 

Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things freely given to us by God” (1 Cor. 2:9-10, 12; cf. Isa. 64:4; 

65:17). 

  

As the believer studies God’s Word and allows God’s Spirit to interpret and apply it, he is divinely enabled to 

understand even the deep things of God. Though utterly blind in his natural mind and spirit, by God’s gracious 

provision he is given knowledge and understanding of the most important truths in the universe. As with the two 

disciples to whom Jesus appeared on the Emmaus road, a Christian’s heart should burn with wonder and glory as the 

Lord makes His truth come alive (see Luke 24:32). 

  

To appreciate and be able to apply what Jesus said, it might help to define "the righteousness of the scribes and 

Pharisees"...(we will study Matthew 23 in depth later…but need to make some quick points here): 

 

1. THEY HAD A FALSE VEW OF RIGHTEOUSNESS AND WERE  KNOWN TO "SAY AND NOT 

DO"...(VS. 2-3) 

Matthew 23:1-4: "Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: {2} "The teachers of the law and the Pharisees 

sit in Moses' seat. {3} So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do 

not practice what they preach. {4} They tie up heavy loads and put them on men's shoulders, but they themselves are 

not willing to lift a finger to move them." 

 

At this time Jesus spoke directly to the multitudes and to His disciples, but the religious leaders, most particularly the 

scribes and the Pharisees, were within earshot nearby (see v. 13). 

  

When the Jews returned to Palestine after the seventy years of captivity in Babylon, the Scriptures for a while 

regained their central place in Israel’s life and worship, humanly speaking due largely to revival under the godly 

leaders Nehemiah and Ezra (see Neh. 8:1-8). Ezra was one of the first Jewish scribes in the sense in which the title 

was used in Jesus’ day. 

  

An ancient Jewish saying held that God gave the law to angels, angels gave it to Moses, Moses gave it to Joshua, 

Joshua gave it to the elders, the elders gave it to the prophets, and the prophets gave it to the men of the synagogue 

who were later called scribes. Over the course of the years, those synagogue scribes became responsible not only for 

copying and preserving but also for teaching and interpreting God’s law. There were no more prophets after the 

Exile, and the scribes inherited the primary role of spiritual leadership in Israel. In Jesus’ day scribes were found 

among both the Pharisees and Sadducees but were more commonly associated with the Pharisees. 

  

Though they were often teaching the truth, they did not often practice what they preached! From them many parents 

got the saying "Do as I say, not as I do" 

 

Righteousness to them was an outward conformity to the Law, with no thought for the inward heart. They said the 

right words and followed correct ceremonies, but did not inwardly obey the law. 
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The law of Moses was still in force, and Jesus and His disciples were expected to obey the law. Galatians 4:4: "But 

when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law..." 

 

Truth is binding because it is truth, and not because of the one who taught it to us. It is a human tendency to accept 

the teaching (or reject it) because we like/don’t like the teacher 

 

  

We’re obligated to listen to the truth and accept it even if it is taught by a hypocrite...those who accept a teaching 

because of the teacher are building upon the wrong foundation! (example of college student who doubted his 

salvation because the person who baptized him proved unfaithful) 

 

(John 4:2) "...although in fact it was not Jesus who baptized, but his disciples." 

 

They had a false concept of ministry (v. 4).  
To them, ministry meant handing down laws to the people and adding to their burdens. In other words, the Pharisees 

were harder on others than they were on themselves.  Jesus came to lighten men’s burdens (Matt. 11:28-30). Jesus 

never asks us to do anything that He has not first done. The Pharisees commanded, but they did not participate. They 

were hypocritical religious dictators, not spiritual leaders. 

 

2. THEY HAD A FALSE CONCEPT OF GREATNESS AND WERE  KNOWN TO DO THINGS TO BE 

SEEN OF MEN  

Matthew 23:5-7: ""Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on 

their garments long; {6} they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; 

{7} they love to be greeted in the marketplaces and to have 

men call them 'Rabbi.'" 

 

To them, success meant recognition by men and praise from men. They were not concerned about the approval of 

God. They used their religion to attract attention, not to glorify God. 

 

The Pharisees also thought that position was a mark of greatness, so they sought the best seats in the synagogue and 

at the public dinners. Where a man sits bears no relationship to what a man is. Albert Einstein wrote, "Try not to 

become a man of success, but rather try to become a man of 

value." 

 

They also thought that titles of honor were a mark of greatness. The title "rabbi" means "my great one" and was 

coveted by the religious leaders. Jesus forbad His disciples to use the title rabbi because all of them were brothers, 

and Jesus alone was their Teacher ("Master" in Matt. 23:8). There is a spiritual equality among the children of God, 

under the lordship of Jesus Christ. 

 

Jesus also forbad them to use the title father with reference to spiritual things. Paul referred to himself as a "spiritual 

father" because he had begotten people through the Gospel (1 Cor. 4:15). But he did not ask them to use that term 

when addressing him. 

 

The Danger of False Righteousness  
Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them; otherwise you have no reward with your 

Father who is in heaven. (6:1)  

  

This verse introduces the section on the forms of religious righteousness and applies to each of the three illustrations 

in 6:2-18.  

  

The story is told of an eastern ascetic holy man who covered himself with ashes as a sign of humility and regularly 

sat on a prominent street corner of his city. When tourists asked permission to take his picture, the mystic would 

rearrange his ashes to give the best image of destitution and humility.  
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A great deal of religion amounts to nothing more than rearranging religious “ashes” to impress the world with one’s 

supposed humility and devotion. The problem, of course, is that the humility is a sham, and the devotion is to self, 

not to God. Such religion is nothing more than a game of pretense, a game at which the scribes and Pharisees of 

Jesus’ day were masters. Because their religion was mostly an act, and a mockery of God’s true revealed way for His 

people, Jesus’ most blistering denunciations were reserved for them.  

  

But they were not the original or the last hypocrites. Since the fall of man there have been hypocrites. Hypocrites are 

mentioned in Scripture from Genesis through Revelation. Cain was the first hypocrite, feigning worship by offering a 

kind of sacrifice that God did not want. When his hypocrisy was unmasked, he killed his brother Abel out of 

resentment (Gen. 4:5-8). Absalom hypocritically vowed allegiance to his father, King David, while plotting the 

overthrow of his regime (2 Sam. 15:7-10).  

  

The supreme hypocrite was Judas Iscariot, who betrayed the Lord with a kiss. Ananias and Sapphira hypocritically 

claimed to have given the church all the proceeds from the sale of some property, and lost their lives for lying to the 

Holy Spirit (Acts 5:1-10).  

  

Hypocrites are found in paganism, in Judaism, and in Christianity. Paul assures us there will be hypocrites at the end 

of the age. “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to 

deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons, by means of the hypocrisy of liars seared in their own conscience as with a 

branding iron” (1 Tim. 4:1-2). Hypocrisy is endemic to fallen man, an integral part of his fleshly nature. Persecution 

of the church helps to diminish the number of hypocrites, but even that cannot completely eliminate them.  

  

Hypocrisy is never treated lightly in Scripture. Through Amos, God said, “I hate, I reject your festivals, nor do I 

delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer up to Me burnt offerings and your grain offerings, I will not 

accept them; and I will not even look at the peace offerings of your fatlings. Take away from Me the noise of your 

songs; I will not even listen to the sound of your harps. But let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an 

ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:21-24). All of those religious acts had been prescribed by God; but because they were 

performed insincerely and were not accompanied by righteous living they were not acceptable to God. The sacrifices, 

offerings, and songs were not given to God’s glory but to the people’s own glory and self-satisfaction.  

  

Outside of idolatry, the greatest sin both in Judah and Israel was hypocritical religion. The Jews were conquered and 

taken into captivity in large measure because they turned true worship of God into phoney mockery. In regard to that 

truth Isaiah says, ‘“What are your multiplied sacrifices to Me?’ says the Lord. ‘I have had enough of burnt offerings 

of rams, and the fat of fed cattle. And I take no pleasure in the blood of bulls, lambs, or goats’” (Isa. 1:11).  

  

The Lord continued by declaring His displeasure also with worthless offerings, incense, new moon and sabbath 

festivals, and hypocritical prayers (vv. 13-15). God wanted purity and righteousness, not perfunctory rituals. “Wash 

yourselves, make yourselves clean,” He said; “remove the evil of your deeds from My sight. Cease to do evil, learn 

to do good; seek justice, reprove the ruthless; defend the orphan, plead for the widow. Come now, and let us reason 

together…. Though your sins are as scarlet, they will be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they will 

be like wool” (vv. 16-18).  

  

Similar calls to replace superficial ceremony with genuine righteousness are found in the other literary prophets (Jer. 

11:19-20; Amos 4:4-5; Mic. 6:6-8; etc.), as well as in the book of Job (8:13; 15:34; 36:13).  

  

An Aesop’s fable tells of a wolf who wanted to have a sheep for his dinner and decided to disguise himself as a sheep 

and follow the flock into the fold. While the wolf waited until the sheep went to sleep, the shepherd decided he would 

have mutton for his own meal. In the dark he picked out what he thought was the largest, fattest sheep; but after he 

had killed the animal he discovered it was a wolf. What that shepherd did inadvertently to a wolf in sheep’s clothing, 

God does intentionally. The Lord judges hypocrisy.  
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Speaking to the scribes and Pharisees on one occasion, Jesus said, “Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as 

it is written, ‘This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far away from Me. But in vain do they worship 

Me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men’” (Mark 7:6-7).  

  

Jesus used many figures to describe hypocrisy. He compared it to leaven (Luke 12:1), to whitewashed tombs (Matt. 

23:27), concealed tombs (Luke 11:44), tares amidst the wheat (Matt. 13:25), and to wolves in sheep’s clothing (Matt. 

7:15).  

  

In New Testament times some people made their living as professional mourners who were paid to weep, wail, and 

tear their garments at funerals and on other occasions of sadness (cf. Matt. 9:23). It is said that some mourners were 

careful to tear their clothing at a seam, so that the material could easily be sewn back together for the next mourning. 

Both the professional mourners and those who hired them were hypocrites, hiring and being hired to put on a display 

of mourning that was entirely pretense.  

 

Beware means to hold, or take hold of, something and pay attention to it, especially in the sense of being on guard. 

The scribes, Pharisees, and other hypocrites are warned by Jesus to beware of the religious activities in which they 

had such pride and confidence. He was about to show them again how worthless, meaningless, and unacceptable to 

God those activities were.  

 

(to be noticed) is related to the term from which we get theater. It has in mind a spectacle to be gazed at. In other 

words, Jesus is warning about practicing a form of righteousness (acts of religious devotion in general) whose 

purpose is to show off before men. Such religion is like a play; it is not real life but acting. It does not demonstrate 

what is in the minds and hearts of the actors, but is simply a performance designed to make a certain impression on 

those who are watching.  

  

Such practices amount to theatrical righteousness, performed to impress rather than serve and to magnify the actors 

rather than God. The purpose is to please men, not God, and the activities are not real life but an exhibition. Such 

false righteousness, Jesus assures us, will never qualify a person for God’s kingdom (Matt. 5:20).  

  

False righteousness such as that does have a reward—the recognition and applause of other hypocrites and of 

ignorant people. That, however, is the limit of the honor, because Jesus tells those who practice such hypocritical 

righteousness, you have no reward with your Father who is in heaven. God does not reward men-pleasers (cf. Matt. 

5:16), because they rob Him of glory. It should he noted that your Father is used in the same sense as in 5:16, as a 

reference to the Old Testament sense in which God was Israel’s Father (Isa. 63:16), not in the New Testament sense 

of personal relationship by salvation (see Matt. 6:9).  

  

The reference to God’s dwelling in heaven distinguishes the eternal character of divine reward from the transient, 

shallow praise that hypocrites receive from other men. 

  

 The Practice and Reward of False Giving  

When therefore you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the 

streets, that they may be honored by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full. (6:2)  

  

A (hypocrite) originally was a Greek actor who wore a mask that portrayed in an exaggerated way the role that was 

being dramatized. For obvious reasons the term came to be used of anyone who pretended to be what he was not.  

  

One of Satan’s most common and effective ways of undermining the power of the church is through hypocrisy. 

Hypocrisy, therefore, is a great peril to the church, and it comes in two forms: The first is that of nonbelievers 

masquerading as Christians. The second is that of true believers who are sinful but pretend to be spiritual. The 

warning Jesus gives here applies to both groups.  

  

Augustine said, “The love of honor is the deadly bane of true piety. Other vices bring forth evil works but this brings 

forth good works in an evil way” Hypocrisy is so dangerous because it is so deceptive. It uses things that are 
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basically good for purposes that are basically evil. “Hypocrisy,” he goes on to say, “is the homage that vice pays to 

virtue.”  

 

 (alms) literally refers to any act of mercy or pity; but came to be used primarily of giving money, food, or clothing to 

the poor. It is the term from which we get the English eleemosynary; a synonym for charitable.  

  

Jesus does not introduce this teaching with if but when, indicating it is something He expects us to do. To give alms 

refers to actual giving, not good intentions or warm feelings of pity that never find practical expression. When done 

in the right spirit it not only is permissible but obligatory for believers.  

  

God has always delighted in acts of mercy and generosity, “Now in case a countryman of yours becomes poor and 

his means with regard to you falter, then you are to sustain him, like a stranger or a sojourner, that he may live with 

you” (Lev. 25:35).  

  

When Israelites freed a slave they were told, “You shall not send him away empty-handed. You shall furnish him 

liberally from your flock and from your threshing floor and from your wine vat; you shall give to him as the lord your 

God has blessed you” (Deut. 15:13-14): God’s people were continually reminded in the Psalms, Proverbs, and 

prophetic writings to be considerate of and generous to the poor, whether fellow Israelites or Gentile strangers.  

  

Jesus and the disciples had their own money bag from which they gave offerings to the poor (John 13:29). It is 

obvious, therefore, that it is only giving alms in the wrong spirit that is evil. The scribes and Pharisees gave them 

primarily to bring honor to themselves, not to serve others or to honor God.  

  

The giving of alms had been carried to absurd extremes by rabbinic tradition. In the Jewish apocryphal books we 

read such things as, “It is better to give to charity than to lay up gold. For charity will save a man from death; it will 

expiate any sin” (Tobit 12:8) and, “As water will quench a flaming fire, so charity will atone for sin” (The Wisdom 

of Sirach 3:30). Consequently, many Jews believed that salvation was much easier for the rich, because they could 

buy their way into heaven by giving to the poor.  

  

But just as a sympathetic feeling for someone in need does not help them unless something is given to meet their 

need, giving them money provides no spiritual benefit or blessing unless it is given from the heart. In any case, no act 

of charity or any other good work can atone for sin.  

  

There seems to be no evidence from history or archaeology that a literal trumpet or other instrument was used by 

Jews to announce their giving. The figure was used by Jesus to describe the attention in the synagogues and in the 

streets that many wealthy hypocrites, not just scribes and Pharisees, purposely attracted to themselves when they 

presented their gifts.  

  

The reward they wanted was recognition and praise, to be honored by men, and that became their reward in full. 

They have their reward was a form of a technical expression used at the completion of a commercial transaction, and 

carried the idea of something being paid for in full and receipted: Nothing more was owed or would be paid. Those 

who give for the purpose of impressing others with their generosity and spirituality will receive no other reward, 

especially from God. The Lord owes them nothing. When we give to please men, our only reward will be that which 

men can give. Seeking men’s blessings forfeits God’s.  

  

There are many more subtle trumpets people can use to call attention to their good works. When they make a point of 

doing publicly what they could easily do privately, they behave like the hypocrites, not like God’s children.  

  

Sometimes, of course, the pretense does not show. Knowing that it is wrong to give ostentatiously and that fellow 

Christians are likely to resent it, we sometimes try to make our good works ‘accidentally” noticed. But even if we 

only want people to notice, and do nothing to attract their attention, our heart motive is to be honored by men. The 

real trumpet blowing, the basic hypocrisy, is always on the inside, and that is where God judges. Hypocritical 

righteousness, just as true righteousness, begins in the heart.  
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The Practice and Reward of True Giving 
But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing that your alms may be in 

secret; and your Father who sees in secret will repay you. (6:3-4) 

  

To not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing was possibly a proverbial expression that simply 

referred to doing something spontaneously, with no special effort or show. The right hand was considered the 

primary hand of action, and in a normal day’s work the right hand would do many things as a matter of course that 

would not involve the left hand. Giving to help those in need should be a normal activity of the Christian, and he 

should do it as simply, directly, and discreetly as possible. 

  

The most satisfying giving, and the giving that God blesses, is that which is done and forgotten. It is done in love out 

of response to a need, and when the need is met the giver goes on about his business, not waiting for or wanting 

recognition: What has been done should even be a secret to our left hand, not to mention to other people. Whether the 

person we help is grateful or ungrateful should not matter as far as our own purpose is concerned. If he is ungrateful, 

we are sorry for his sake, not our own: 

  

It is said that there was a special, out-of-the-way place in the Temple where shy, humble Jews could leave their gifts 

without being noticed: Another place nearby was provided for the shy poor, who did not want to be seen asking for 

help. Here they would come and take what they needed. The name of the place was the Chamber of the Silent. People 

gave and people were helped, but no one knew the identities of either group. (Cf. Edersheim, The Life and Times of 

Jesus the Messiah, vol. 2 [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972], p. 387; Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus 

[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969], p. 133; and William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew, 2 vols. [rev. ed.; Philadelphia: 

Westminster, 1975], 1:171, 188.) 

  

Matthew 6:3 has often been interpreted to mean that all good works are to be done in absolute secrecy. But true 

righteousness cannot be kept entirely secret, and should not be “How blessed are those who keep justice, who 

practice righteousness at all times!” (Ps. 106:3). Isaiah says, “Yet they seek Me day by day, and delight to know My 

ways, as a nation that has done righteousness, and has not forsaken the ordinance of their God” (Isa. 58:2). John 

tells us, “If you know that He is righteous, you know that everyone also who practices righteousness is born of Him” 

(1 John 2:29). 

  

Earlier in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus had specifically commanded, “Let your light shine before men in such a 

way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). The question is not 

whether or not our good works should he seen by others, but whether they are done for that end. When they are done 

“in such a way” that attention and glory are focused on our “Father who is in heaven” rather than on ourselves, God 

is pleased. But if they are done to be noticed by men (6:1), they are done self-righteously and hypocritically and are 

rejected by God. The difference is in purpose and motivation. When what we do is done in the right spirit and for the 

right purpose, it will almost inevitably be done in the right way. 

  

The teachings of Matthew 5:16 and 6:1 are often thought to conflict with each other because it is not recognized that 

they relate to different sins. The discrepancy is only imaginary. In the first passage Jesus is dealing with cowardice, 

whereas in the second He is dealing with hypocrisy. A. B. Bruce gives the helpful explanation, “We are to show 

when tempted to hide and hide when tempted to show” 

  

Never in the history of the church have Christians been so bombarded with appeals to give money, many of them to 

legitimate and worthwhile causes. Knowing how and where to give is sometimes extremely difficult. Christians are 

to give regularly and systematically to the work of their local church. “On the first day of every week let each one of 

you put aside and save, as he may prosper” (1 Cor. 16:2).  

  

But we are also called to give directly to those in need when we have opportunity and ability. Both the Old and New 

Testaments make it clear that willing, generous giving has always characterized the faithful people of God. 
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God does not need our gifts, because He is entirely sufficient in Himself. The need is on our part and on the part of 

those we serve in His name. Paul told the Philippian church, “Not that I seek the gift itself, but I seek for the profit 

which increases to your account” (Phil. 4:17). 

  

Giving is described in the Old Testament as a part of God’s cycle of blessing. “The generous man will be 

prosperous, and he who waters will himself be watered” (Prov. 11:25). As we give, God blesses, and when God 

blesses us we give again out of what He has given. “You shall celebrate the Feast of Weeks to the Lord your God 

with a tribute of a freewill offering of your hand, which you shall give just as the Lord your God blesses you” (Deut. 

16:10). We are to give freely out of what God has given freely. 

  

The cycle applies not only to material giving but to every form of giving that is done sincerely to honor God and to 

meet need. The way of God’s people has always been the way of giving. 

  

From Scripture we learn of at least seven principles to guide us in nonhypocritical giving.  

First, giving from the heart is investing with God. “Give, and it will be given to you; good measure, pressed down, 

shaken together, running over, they will pour into your lap. For by your standard of measure it will be measured to 

you in return” (Luke 6:38). Paul echoes Jesus’ words: “Now this I say, he who sows sparingly shall also reap 

sparingly; and he who sows bountifully shall also reap bountifully” (2 Cor. 9:6). 

  

Second, genuine giving is to be sacrificial. David refused to give to the Lord that which cost him nothing (2 Sam. 

24:24). Generosity is not measured by the size of the gift itself, but by its size in comparison to what is possessed. 

The widow who gave “two small copper coins” to the Temple treasury gave more than all the “many rich people 

[who] were putting in large sums” because “they all put in out of their surplus, but she, out of her poverty, put in all 

she owned, all she had to live on” (Mark 12:41-44). 

  

Third, responsibility for giving has no relationship to how much a person has. A person who is not generous when 

he is poor will not be generous if he becomes rich. He might then give a larger amount, but he will not give a larger 

proportion. “He who is faithful in a very little thing is faithful also in much; and he who is unrighteous in a very little 

thing is unrighteous also in much” (Luke 16:10). It is extremely important to teach children to give generously to the 

Lord with whatever small amounts of money they get, because the attitudes and patterns they develop as children are 

likely to be the ones they follow when they are grown. Giving is not a matter of how much money one has but of 

how much love and care is in the heart. 

  

Fourth, material giving correlates to spiritual blessings. To those who are not faithful with mundane things such as 

money and other possessions, the Lord will not entrust things that are of far greater value. “If therefore you have not 

been faithful in the use of unrighteous mammon, who will entrust the true riches to you? And if you have not been 

faithful in the use of that which is another’s, who will give you that which is your own?” (Luke 16:11-12).  

  

Fifth, giving is to be personally determined. “Let each one do just as he has purposed in his heart; not grudgingly or 

under compulsion; for God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Cor. 9:7). Righteous giving is done from a righteous and 

generous heart, not from legalistic percentages or quotas. The Macedonian Christians gave abundantly out of their 

deep financial poverty because spiritually they were rich in love (2 Cor. 8:1-2). The Philippian believers gave out of 

the spontaneous generosity of their hearts, not because they felt compelled (Phil. 4:15-18). 

  

Sixth, we are to give in response to need. The early Christians in Jerusalem shared their resources without 

reservation. Many of their fellow believers had become destitute when they trusted in Christ through baptism and 

were ostracized from their families and lost employment because of their faith. Years later Paul collected money 

from the Galatian churches to help meet the great needs that continued to exist among the saints in Jerusalem and that 

had been intensified by famine. There have always been charlatans who manufacture needs and play on the sympathy 

of others. And there have always been professional beggars, who are able to work but would rather not. A Christian 

has no responsibility to support such people and should take reasonable care to determine if and when real need 

exists before giving his money. “If anyone will not work,” Paul says, “neither let him eat” (2 Thess. 3:10). 
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Encouraging indolence weakens the character of the one who is indolent and also wastes the Lord’s money. But 

where real need does exist, our obligation to help meet it also exists. 

  

Seventh, giving demonstrates love, not law. The New Testament contains no commands for specified amounts or 

percentages of giving. The percentage we give will be determined by the love of our own hearts and the needs of 

others. 

  

All of the previous principles point to the obligation to give generously because we are investing in God’s work, 

because we are willing to sacrifice for Him who sacrificed Himself for us, because it has no bearing on how much we 

have, because we want spiritual riches more than financial riches, because we have personally determined to give, 

because we want to meet as much need as we can, and because our love compels us to give. 

  

As in every area of righteousness, the key is the heart, the inner attitude that motivates what we say and do. Public 

righteousness is not to be rejected, but it is to be done in the spirit of humility, love, and sincerity. “For we are 

[God’s] workmanship,” Paul reminds us, “created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, 

that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10). 

  

Also as in every area of righteousness, Jesus Himself is our supreme and perfect example. He preached His messages 

in public, He performed His miracles of healing, compassion, and power over nature in public. Yet He continually 

focused attention on His heavenly Father, whose will alone He came to do (John 5:30; cf. 4:34; 6:38). Even though 

He was one with the Father, while He lived on earth as a man Jesus did not seek His own glory but that of His Father 

(John 8:49-50). 

  

When we give our alms…in secret, lovingly, unpretentiously, and with no thought for recognition or appreciation, 

our Father who sees in secret will repay us. The principle is this: if we remember, God will forget; but if we forget, 

God will remember. Our purpose should be to meet every need we are able to meet and leave the bookkeeping to 

God, realizing that “we have done only that which we ought to have done” (Luke 17:10). 

  

God will not miss giving a single reward. “There is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things are open and 

laid bare to the eyes of Him with whom we have to do” (Heb. 4:13). The Lord knows our hearts, our attitudes, and 

our motives, and every reward that is due us will be given. 

  

It is God’s perfect plan and will to give rewards to those who faithfully trust and obey Him. And it is not unspiritual 

to expect and anticipate those rewards, if we do so in a spirit of humility and gratitude—knowing that God’s rewards 

manifest His grace to the undeserving. We can meet His merciful requirements for rewards, but we can never truly 

earn them. 

  

The greatest reward a believer can have is the knowledge that he has pleased his Lord. Our motive for looking 

forward to His rewards should be the anticipation of casting them as an offering at His feet, even as the twenty-four 

elders one day “will cast their crowns before the throne, saying, ‘Worthy art Thou, our Lord and our God, to receive 

glory and honor and power’” (Rev. 4:10-11).  

  

3. THEY WERE KNOWN TO NEGLECT PARTS OF GOD'S LAW  

Matthew 23:23-24: ""Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices-

-mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law--justice, mercy and 

faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. {24} You blind guides! You strain 

out a gnat but swallow a camel." 

 

In their case, they would emphasize the "lighter" matters of the law, while neglecting the "weightier" commands. Or 

as we would say today, they "majored in minors and minored in majors" 

 

In today’s language this might be the person who gets "bent out of shape" when a slight change is made in the order 

of the worship or the time of the worship but will go right out and gossip and slander a person without the slightest 
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hesitation! And the sad part: they will justify themselves 

even though the time of service or the order of worship isn’t found in the scriptures and gossip and slander is listed 

many times as sin!  

 

4. THEY WERE LOVERS OF MONEY 

Luke 16:13-15: ""No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be 

devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." {14} The Pharisees, who loved 

money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus. {15} He said to them, "You are the ones who justify yourselves in 

the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts. What is highly valued among men is detestable in God's sight." 

 

"Mammon" or money was their god, though they would be quick to deny it and try to justify themselves before men. 

Does this sound like any "prosperity" preachers we see and hear today? 

 

Was Christ too hard on them? 

· they challenged His authority 

· they misapplied His words 

· they accused Him of sabbath violations 

· they attributed His power to the devil 

· list could go on and on.... 

 

Such was the level of "righteousness" the scribes and Pharisees had as a group! Why must our righteousness exceed 

that of the scribes and Pharisees? THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF THE KINGDOM DEMANDS  MORE! 

 

Matthew 5:20: a person must have more righteousness than a religionist to enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Note three 

facts. 

1.  Righteousness is necessary to enter heaven. 

2. The religionists, the Pharisees and the Scribes, had some righteousness. They just did not have enough. They were, 

in fact, strict religionists. They worked at obeying thousands and thousands of rules and regulations, governing 

everything ranging from dress and social behavior to ministry and work. However, they lacked the one essential: 

loving God so much that they would deny themselves and seek their righteousness in His Son, Jesus Christ. 

3. The point is shattering: a person must have more righteousness than a strict religionist to enter heaven. Many are 

religious, but few are strict religionists. What did Christ mean? Who can enter heaven if a strict religionist cannot?  

  
There are four facts in this verse that must be heeded. They should stir everyone of us, stir us to search our hearts and 

make sure we are approaching God as we should. 

1) Many religionists make the same fatal mistake that the Pharisees and Scribes made. They seek acceptance with 

God... 

by giving God a formal worship instead of giving God a confession of unworthiness and of their need for Him in a 

personal way. 

by giving God good works instead of giving God their hearts 

by giving God a clean and moral body instead of giving God a confession of needing help spiritually. 

by giving God only a part of their lives, instead of giving God the total abandonment of themselves. 

  

2) Many make the fatal mistake the religionists made, but to a lesser degree. They worship and do good... 

to be respectable in the community 

to seek the acceptance of God 

to have the fellowship of others 

because they were forced by their parents to do good 

to feel comfortable within their own consciences. 

to secure the approval of family and friends. 

because they were taught to do good. 
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3) Some feel they must do good to be acceptable to God. Their motive in life is to work and work at doing good in 

order to secure God’s acceptance. They have never learned the truth: they cannot do enough good to be perfectly 

acceptable to God. They must trust His love—that He loves them so much that He will take their trust and count it as 

righteousness. 

 

Many worship and do just enough good to satisfy their consciences. They do just enough good to make them feel 

comfortable and acceptable to God. But they miss the whole point. What God is after—the only thing that makes a 

person acceptable to God—is the giving of his total being over to God (day and night) in unworthiness and 

confession: that he has need for God in his life now and forever. 

in trust and love: that he trusts and loves God because God has given His own Son and promised to accept him in His 

righteousness. 

in thankfulness and appreciation: because God has accepted and assured abundant life now and eternally. 

in adoration and praise: because God is God (Elohim) and has revealed His glorious love in Christ who has redeemed 

him eternally. 

in worship and service: because the love of Christ constrains him. 

  

WE LEARN IN THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT THAT... 

Matthew 5:19: "Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will 

be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in 

the kingdom of heaven." 

 

Matthew 6:24: ""No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted 

to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." 

 

Matthew 7:21: ""Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does 

the will of my Father who is in heaven." 

 

THIS SHOULD SERVE AS A WARNING TO ANY WHO THINK  THEY CAN BE FAITHFUL CHRISTIANS, 

CITIZENS OF THE  KINGDOM, "BUT"... 

 

DO NOT combine their profession of faith with suitable deeds: 

James 2:14-17: "What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save 

him? {15} Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. {16} If one of you says to him, "Go, I wish 

you well; keep warm and well fed," but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? {17} In the same way, 

faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead." 

 

1 John 3:18: "Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth." 

 

DO NOT keep their personal, private lives consistent with their public appearance and profession 

Mark 4:22: "For whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought out 

into the open." 

 

DO NOT make diligent effort to observe ALL that Jesus commanded 

John 8:31-32: "To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my 

disciples. {32} Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free."" 

 

2 John 1:9: "Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not have God; whoever 

continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son." 

 

DO NOT remain free from the enticement of materialism 

1 Timothy 6:9-10: "People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful 

desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. {10} For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some 

people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs." 
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1 John 2:15-17: "Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is 

not in him. {16} For everything in the world--the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what 

he has and does--comes not from the Father but from the world. {17} The world and its desires pass away, but the 

man who does the will of God lives forever.” 

 

HOW RIGHTEOUSNESS WORKS IN DAILY LIFE (MATT. 5:21-48) 

Jesus took six important Old Testament laws and interpreted them for His people in the light of the new life He came 

to give. He made a fundamental change without altering God’s standards: He dealt with the attitudes and intents of 

the heart and not simply with the external action. The Pharisees said that righteousness consisted of performing 

certain actions, but Jesus said it centered in the attitudes of the heart. 

 

Likewise, with sin: The Pharisees had a list of external actions that were sinful, but Jesus explained that sin came 

from the attitudes of the heart. Anger is murder in the heart; lust is adultery in the heart. The person who says that he 

“lives by the Sermon on the Mount” may not realize that the Sermon on the Mount is more difficult to keep than the 

original Ten Commandments! 

 

Murder (vv. 21-26; Ex. 20:13). 

I have read that one out of every thirty-five deaths in Chicago is a murder, and that most of these murders are “crimes 

of passion” caused by anger among friends or relatives. Jesus did not say that anger leads to murder; He said that 

anger is murder. 

 

There is a holy anger against sin (Eph. 4:26), but Jesus talked about an unholy anger against people. The word He 

used in Matthew 5:22 means “a settled anger, malice that is nursed inwardly.” Jesus described a sinful experience 

that involved several stages. First there was causeless anger. This anger then exploded into words: “Raca—empty-

headed person!” These words added fuel to the fire so that the person said, “You fool—rebel!” 

 

Anger is such a foolish thing. It makes us destroyers instead of builders. It robs us of freedom and makes us 

prisoners. To hate someone is to commit murder in our hearts (1 John 3:15). 

 

This does not mean that we should go ahead and murder someone we hate, since we have already sinned inwardly. 

Obviously, sinful feelings are not excuses for sinful deeds. Sinful anger robs us of fellowship with God as well as 

with our brothers, but it does not put us into jail as murderers. However, more than one person has become a 

murderer because he failed to control sinful anger. 

 

Sinful anger must be faced honestly and must be confessed to God as sin. We must go to our brother and get the 

matter settled, and we must do it quickly. The longer we wait, the worse the bondage becomes! We put ourselves into 

a terrible prison when we refuse to be reconciled. (See Matt. 18:15-20 for additional counsel.) It has well been said 

that the person who refuses to forgive his brother destroys the very bridge over which he himself must walk. 

 

Adultery (vv. 27-30; Ex. 20:14). 

Jesus affirmed God’s law of purity, and then explained that the intent of this law was to reveal the sanctity of sex and 

the sinfulness of the human heart. God created sex, and God protects sex. He has the authority to regulate it and to 

punish those who rebel against His laws. He does not regulate sex because He wants to rob us, but rather, because He 

wants to bless us. Whenever God says, “No” it is that He might say “Yes.” 

 

Sexual impurity begins in the desires of the heart. Again, Jesus is not saying that lustful desires are identical to lustful 

deeds, and therefore a person might just as well go ahead and commit adultery. The desire and the deed are not 

identical, but, spiritually speaking, they are equivalent. The “look” that Jesus mentioned was not a casual glance, but 

a constant stare with the purpose of lusting. It is possible for a man to glance at a beautiful woman and know that she 

is beautiful, but not lust after her. The man Jesus described looked at the woman for the purpose of feeding his inner 

sensual appetites as a substitute for the act. It was not accidental; it was planned. 
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How do we get victory? By purifying the desires of the heart (appetite leads to action) and disciplining the actions of 

the body. Obviously, our Lord is not talking about literal surgery; for this would not solve the problem in the heart. 

The eye and the hand are usually the two “culprits” when it comes to sexual sins, so they must be disciplined. Jesus 

said, “Deal immediately and decisively with sin! Don’t taper off—cut off!” Spiritual surgery is more important than 

physical surgery, for the sins of the body can lead to eternal judgment. We think of passages like Colossians 3:5 and 

Romans 6:13; 12:1-2; 13:14. 

 

Divorce (vv. 31-32). 

Our Lord dealt with this in greater detail in Matthew 19:1-12, and we shall consider it there. 

 

Swearing (vv. 33-37; Lev. 19:12; Deut. 23:23). 

This is not the sin of “cursing,” but the sin of using oaths to affirm that what is said is true. The Pharisees used all 

kinds of tricks to sidestep the truth, and oaths were among them. They would avoid using the holy name of God, but 

they would come close by using the city of Jerusalem, heaven, earth, or some part of the body. 

 

Jesus taught that our conversation should be so honest, and our character so true, that we would not need “crutches” 

to get people to believe us. Words depend on character, and oaths cannot compensate for a poor character. “In the 

multitude of words there wanteth not sin; but he that refraineth his lips is wise” (Prov. 10:19). The more words a man 

uses to convince us, the more suspicious we should be. 

 

Retaliation (vv. 38-42; Lev. 24:19-22). 

The original law was a fair one; it kept people from forcing the offender to pay a greater price than the offense 

deserved. It also prevented people from taking personal revenge. Jesus replaced a law with an attitude: be willing to 

suffer loss yourself rather than cause another to suffer. Of course, He applied this to personal insults, not to groups or 

nations. The person who retaliates only makes himself and the offender feel worse; and the result is a settled war and 

not peace. 

 

In order to “turn the other cheek,” we must stay where we are and not run away. This demands both faith and love. It 

also means that we will be hurt, but it is better to be hurt on the outside than to be harmed on the inside. But it further 

means that we should try to help the sinner. We are vulnerable, because he may attack us anew; but we are also 

victorious, because Jesus is on our side, helping us and building our characters. Psychologists tell us that violence is 

born of weakness, not strength. It is the strong man who can love and suffer hurt; it is the weak man who thinks only 

of himself and hurts others to protect himself. He hurts others then runs away to protect himself. 

 

Love of enemies (vv. 43-48; Lev. 19:17-18). 

Nowhere did the Law teach hatred for one’s enemies. Passages like Exodus 23:4-5 indicate just the opposite! Jesus 

defined our enemies as those who curse us, hate us, and exploit us selfishly. Since Christian love is an act of the will, 

and not simply an emotion, He has the right to command us to love our enemies. After all, He loved us when we 

were His enemies (Rom. 5:10). We may show this love by blessing those who curse us, doing good to them, and 

praying for them. When we pray for our enemies, we find it easier to love them. It takes the “poison” out of our 

attitudes. 

 

Jesus gave several reasons for this admonition. (1) This love is a mark of maturity, proving that we are sons of the 

Father, and not just little children. (2) It is Godlike. The Father shares His good things with those who oppose Him. 

Matthew 5:45 suggests that our love “creates a climate” of blessings that makes it easy to win our enemies and make 

them our friends. Love is like the sunshine and rain that the Father sends so graciously. (3) It is a testimony to others. 

“What do ye more than others?” is a good question. God expects us to live on a much higher plane than the lost 

people of the world who return good for good and evil for evil. As Christians, we must return good for evil as an 

investment of love. 

 

The word perfect in Matthew 5:48 does not imply sinlessly perfect, for that is impossible in this life (though it is a 

good goal to strive for). It suggests completeness, maturity, as the sons of God. The Father loves His enemies and 

seeks to make them His children, and we should assist Him! 
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#3 The King’s Denunciation - Matthew 23 
 
This was our Lord’s last public message. It is a scathing denunciation of false religion that paraded under the guise of 

truth. Some of the common people no doubt were shocked at His words, for they considered the Pharisees to be 

righteous. 

 

Perhaps we should remind ourselves that not all of the Pharisees were hypocrites. There were about 6,000 Pharisees 

in that day, with many more who were “followers” but not full members of the group. Most of the Pharisees were 

middle-class businessmen and no doubt they were sincere in their quest for truth and holiness. The name “Pharisees” 

came from a word that means “to separate.” The Pharisees were separated from the Gentiles, the “unclean” Jews who 

did not practice the Law (“publicans and sinners,” Luke 15:1-2), and from any who opposed the tradition that 

governed their lives. 

 

Note the three divisions in this message. In this section, Jesus explained the basic flaws of pharisaical religion. 

 

They had a false concept of righteousness (vv. 2-3). 

To begin with, they had assumed an authority not their own. “The scribes and the Pharisees have seated themselves in 

Moses’ seat” is the literal translation. There is no record in the Scriptures that God assigned any authority to this 

group. Their only authority was the Word of God. Therefore, the people were to obey whatever the Pharisees taught 

from the Word. But the people were not to obey the traditions and the man-made rules of the Pharisees. 

 

To the Pharisee, righteousness meant outward conformity to the Law of God. They ignored the inward condition of 

the heart. Religion consisted in obeying numerous rules that governed every detail of life, including what you did 

with the spices in your cupboard (Matt. 23:23-24). The Pharisees were careful to say the right words and follow the 

right ceremonies, but they did not inwardly obey the Law. God desired truth in the inward parts (Ps. 51:6). To preach 

one thing and practice another is only hypocrisy. 

 

They had a false concept of ministry (v. 4). 

To them, ministry meant handing down laws to the people and adding to their burdens. In other words, the Pharisees 

were harder on others than they were on themselves. Jesus came to lighten men’s burdens (Matt. 11:28-30), but 

legalistic religion always seeks to make burdens heavier. Jesus never asks us to do anything that He has not first 

done. The Pharisees commanded, but they did not participate. They were hypocritical religious dictators, not spiritual 

leaders. 

 

They had a false concept of greatness (vv. 5-12). 

To them, success meant recognition by men and praise from men. They were not concerned about the approval of 

God. They used their religion to attract attention, not to glorify God (Matt. 5:16). This even meant using religious 

ornaments to display their piety. “Phylacteries” were small leather boxes into which the Pharisees placed portions of 

the Scriptures. They wore these boxes on their foreheads and arms, in literal obedience to Deuteronomy 6:8 and 

11:18. They also increased the size of their “tassels” on the hems of their garments (Num. 15:38; see Matt. 9:20). 

 

The Pharisees also thought that position was a mark of greatness, so they sought the best seats in the synagogue and 

at the public dinners. Where a man sits bears no relationship to what a man is. Albert Einstein wrote, “Try not to 

become a man of success, but rather try to become a man of value.” 

 

They also thought that titles of honor were a mark of greatness. The title “rabbi” means “my great one” and was 

coveted by the religious leaders. Jesus forbad His disciples to use the title rabbi because all of them were brothers, 

and Jesus alone was their Teacher (“Master” in Matt. 23:8). There is a spiritual equality among the children of God, 

under the lordship of Jesus Christ. 

 

Jesus also forbad them to use the title father with reference to spiritual things. Certainly it is not wrong to call one’s 

biological father by that name, but it is wrong to use it when addressing a spiritual leader. Paul referred to himself as 
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a “spiritual father” because he had begotten people through the Gospel (1 Cor. 4:15). But he did not ask them to use 

that term when addressing him. 

 

A third title that was forbidden was master (Matt. 23:10), which means “guide, instructor, leader.” This is not the 

same word that is translated “Master” in Matthew 23:8 in the King James Version. That word means “teacher,” while 

this one means “one who goes before and guides.” Perhaps a modern equivalent would be “authority.” God has 

placed spiritual leaders in the church, but they must not replace God in our lives. A true spiritual leader directs his 

people into freedom and a closer fellowship with Christ, not into bondage to his ideas and beliefs. 

 

True greatness is found in serving others, not in forcing others to serve us (John 3:30; 13:12-17). True greatness is 

not manufactured; it can only come from God as we obey Him. If we exalt ourselves, God will humble us. But if we 

humble ourselves, in due time God will exalt us (1 Peter 5:6). 

 

Matthew 23 records Jesus’ last public sermon. It was not a sermon on salvation, on the resurrection, or on principles 

for living the kingdom life but rather a vital and sobering message of condemnation against false teachers. In verses 

1-7 He warns the people about false religious leaders in Israel, and in verses 8-12 He admonishes the disciples and 

other true spiritual leaders not to emulate them. He then turns His attention directly to the false leaders themselves, 

epitomized by the scribes and Pharisees, and gives them His final and most scathing denunciation (vv. 13-36). In His 

closing comments (vv. 37-39) He expresses His intense compassion for unbelieving Israel and gives the assurance 

that one day in fulfillment of God’s sovereign promise, His chosen people will turn back to Him in faith. 

  

Since the Garden of Eden , the world has always had false religious leaders, pretending to represent God but 

representing only themselves. False leaders were active in the rebellious scheme to erect the tower of Babel. Moses 

came into serious conflict with the religious sorcerers and magicians of Egypt when he demanded the release of 

God’s people by pharaoh, who probably considered himself to be a god (see Ex. 7:11-12, 22; 8:7). Ezekiel faced the 

false prophets in Israel, whom God called “foolish prophets who are following their own spirit and have seen 

nothing” (Ezek. 13:3). 

  

Jesus referred to spurious religious leaders as “false Christs and false prophets [who] will arise and will show great 

signs and wonders, so as to mislead, if possible, even the elect” (Matt. 24:24). Paul called them preachers of a 

perverted gospel (Gal. 1:8) and purveyors of the doctrines of demons (1 Tim. 4:1). Peter spoke of them as those who 

“secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them” (2 Pet. 2:1). John called them 

antichrists who deny that Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ (1 John 2:18, 22).  

  

Jude called them dreamers who “defile the flesh, and reject authority, and revile angelic majesties” (Jude 8). As Paul 

declared to the Ephesian elders in his brief and touching reunion with them on the beach near Miletus, false religious 

leaders are “savage wolves” of the spirit world whose purpose is to corrupt and destroy God’s people (Acts 20:29). 

  

The religion pages of major newspapers in our day are filled with advertisements for every kind of sect and false 

religion, including deviant forms of Christianity as well as cults and the occult. One writer suggested that a cult is 

either “Bible plus or Bible minus.” 

  

Many of those groups masquerade as forms of Christianity and claim to teach a new and better gospel. But while 

purporting to offer spiritual life and help, they instead teach the way of spiritual death and damnation. While 

claiming to lead people to heaven, they usher them directly into hell. 

  

Dialogue between Jesus and the Temple authorities had ended, because “no one was able to answer [Jesus] a word, 

nor did anyone dare from that day on to ask Him another question” (Matt. 22:46). Although the Lord had frequently 

spoken against the unbelieving religious leaders (see Matt. 5:20; 15:1-9; 16:6-12; John 8:44), it was necessary to give 

a final word, a last comprehensive warning, to them and to everyone else, about the eternal danger of their perverse 

teachings. Jesus also no doubt wanted to give those unbelieving leaders themselves opportunity to turn from their 

falsehood and follow Him to forgiveness and salvation. 
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It seems evident that many hearts were softened to the gospel that day including the hearts of some of the leaders. On 

the day of Pentecost alone some three thousand souls came to the Lord (Acts 2:41), and it may well have been that 

eight or ten times that number believed within a few more months, as the apostles “filled Jerusalem with [their] 

teaching” (Acts 5:28). We can be certain that many, and perhaps most, of the converts in those early days had seen 

and heard Jesus personally and been drawn by the Holy Spirit to His truth and grace. Perhaps for some, this message 

was the point of initial attraction to Jesus Christ. 

 

Perhaps the best way to deal with these eight "woes" is to contrast them with the eight beatitudes found in Matthew 

5:1-12. In the Sermon on the Mount the Lord described true righteousness; here He described a false 

righteousness. 

 

Entering the kingdom—shutting up the kingdom  
(Matthew 5:3 NASB) ""Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven." 

 

(Matthew 23:13 NASB) ""But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you shut off the kingdom of 

heaven from men; for you do not enter in yourselves, nor do you allow those who are entering to go in." 

 

The poor in spirit enter the kingdom, but the proud in spirit keep themselves out and even keep others out. The Greek 

verb indicates people trying to get in who cannot.  

 

It is bad enough to keep yourself out of the kingdom, but worse when you stand in the way of others. By teaching 

man-made traditions instead of God’s truth, they "took away the key of knowledge" and closed the door to salvation 

(Luke 11:52). 

 

Discussion of this first beatitude demands that it be looked at from five perspectives: the meaning of poor in spirit, 

the location of this virtue in the list, the way to achieve that attitude, how to know if we have that attitude, and the 

result promised for having it. 

  

THE MEANING OF POOR IN SPIRIT  
Ptoôchos (poor) is from a verb meaning “to shrink, cower, or cringe,” as beggars often did in that day. Classical  

Greek used the word to refer to a person reduced to total destitution, who crouched in a corner begging. As he held 

out one hand for alms he often hid his face with the other hand, because he was ashamed of being recognized. The 

term did not mean simply poor, but begging poor. It is used in Luke 16:20 to describe the beggar Lazarus.  

  

The word commonly used for ordinary poverty was penichros, and is used of the widow Jesus saw giving an offering 

in the Temple. She had very little, but she did have “two small copper coins” (Luke 21:2). She was poor but not a 

beggar. One who is penichros poor has at least some meager resources. One who is ptoôchos poor, however, is 

completely dependent on others for sustenance. He has absolutely no means of self-support.  

  

Because of a similar statement in Luke 6:20—“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God”—

some interpreters have maintained that the beatitude of Matthew 5:3 teaches material poverty. But sound 

hermeneutics (the interpretation of Scripture) requires that, when two or more passages are similar but not exactly 

alike, the clearer one explains the others, the more explicit clarifies the less explicit. By comparing Scripture with 

Scripture we see that the Matthew account is the more explicit. Jesus is speaking of a spiritual poverty that 

corresponds to the material poverty of one who is ptoôchos.  

  

If Jesus were here advocating material poverty He would have contradicted many other parts of His Word—

including the Sermon on the Mount itself (5:42)—that teach us to give financial help to the poor. If Jesus was 

teaching the innate blessedness of material poverty, then the task of Christians would be to help make everyone, 

including themselves, penniless. Jesus did not teach that material poverty is the path to spiritual prosperity.  

  

Those who are materially poor do have some advantages in spiritual matters by not having certain distractions and 

temptations; and the materially rich have some disadvantage by having certain distractions and temptations. But 
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material possessions have no necessary relationship to spiritual blessings. Matthew makes clear that Jesus is here 

talking about the condition of the spirit, not of the wallet.  

  

After He began His public ministry, Jesus often had “nowhere to lay His head” (Matt. 8:20), but He and His disciples 

were not destitute and never begged for bread. Paul was beaten, imprisoned, shipwrecked, stoned, and often 

economically hard pressed; but neither did he ever beg for bread. It was, in fact, a badge of honor for him that he 

worked in order to pay his own expenses in the ministry (Acts 20:34; 1 Cor. 9:6-18). The Lord and the apostles were 

accused of being ignorant, troublemakers, irreligious, and even mad; but they were never charged with being indigent 

or beggars.  

  

On the other hand, no New Testament believer is condemned for being rich. Nicodemus, the Roman centurion of 

Luke 7, Joseph of Arimathea, and Philemon were all wealthy and faithful. That “not many mighty, not many noble” 

are called (1 Cor. 1:26) is not because they are rejected due to their positions or possessions but because so many of 

them trust only in those things (1 Tim. 6:6-17).  

  

To be poor in spirit is to recognize one’s spiritual poverty apart from God. It is to see oneself as one really is: lost, 

hopeless, helpless. Apart from Jesus Christ every person is spiritually destitute, no matter what his education, wealth, 

social status, accomplishments, or religious knowledge.  

  

That is the point of the first beatitude. The poor in spirit are those who recognize their total spiritual destitution and 

their complete dependence on God. They perceive that there are no saving resources in themselves and that they can 

only beg for mercy and grace. They know they have no spiritual merit, and they know they can earn no spiritual 

reward. Their pride is gone, their self-assurance is gone, and they stand empty-handed before God.  

  
In spirit also conveys the sense that the recognition of poverty is genuine, not an act. It does not refer to outwardly 

acting like a spiritual beggar, but to recognizing what one really is. It is true humility, not mock humility. It describes 

the person about whom the Lord speaks in Isaiah 66:2—“To this one I will look, to him who is humble and contrite 

of spirit, and who trembles at My word.” It describes the person who is “brokenhearted” and “crushed in spirit” (Ps. 

34:18), who has “a broken and a contrite heart” before the Lord (Ps. 51:17).  

  

Jesus told the parable of the Pharisee and the tax-gatherer to “certain ones who trusted in themselves that they were 

righteous, and viewed others with contempt.” As the Pharisee stood praying in the Temple, he proudly recited his 

virtues and gave thanks that he was not like those who are sinful, especially the tax-gatherer who was nearby. The 

tax-gatherer, however, “was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, ‘God be 

merciful to me, the sinner!’” The tax-gatherer, Jesus said, “went down to his house justified rather than the other; for 

everyone who exalts himself shall be humbled, but he who humbles himself shall be exalted” (Luke 18:9-14). The 

Pharisee was proud in spirit; the tax-gatherer was poor in spirit.  

  

When God called Moses to lead Israel out of Egypt, Moses pleaded his unworthiness, and God was able to use him 

mightily. Peter was still aggressive, self-assertive, and proud, but when Jesus miraculously provided the great catch 

of fish, Peter was so overawed that he confessed, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” (Luke 5:8). Even 

after he became an apostle, Paul recognized that “nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh” (Rom. 7:18), that 

he was the chief of sinners (1 Tim. 1:15), and that the best things he could do in himself were rubbish (Phil. 3:8).  

  

Even at Sinai, when the law was given, it was evident that God’s own chosen people could not fulfill its demands on 

their own. As Moses was receiving the law on the mountain, Aaron was leading the people in a pagan orgy in the 

valley below (Ex. 32:1-6).  

  

Israelites who were spiritually sensitive knew they needed God’s power to keep God’s law. In humility they 

confessed their helplessness and pleaded for His mercy and strength. David began his great penitential psalm with the 

plea “Be gracious to me, O God, according to Thy lovingkindness; according to the greatness of Thy compassion blot 

out my transgressions…. For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me” (Ps. 51:1, 3).  
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Other Israelites, however, took another approach to the law. Knowing they could not fulfill its demands, they  simply 

brought the law down to a level that was more manageable and acceptable. They piled interpretation upon 

interpretation, creating man-made traditions that were possible to keep in the flesh. Those traditions came to be 

known as the Talmud, a commentary on the law that leading rabbis developed over many centuries and that 

eventually superseded the law in the minds of most Jews. They exchanged the Torah (God’s revealed law) for the 

Talmud (man’s modification of the law). In the name of interpreting and protecting the law they contradicted and 

weakened it. They brought God’s standards down to men’s standards—which they could keep without God’s help. 

They then taught as doctrine those precepts of men (Matt. 15:9). They made the fatal error of thinking that God was 

less holy than He is and that they were more holy than they were. The result was the illusion that they were 

sufficiently righteous to please God.  

  

Traditions have to do with what we can see and measure. They involve only the outer man, whereas God’s law 

 involved the whole man. The Ten Commandments cannot be fulfilled simply by doing or not doing outward acts. 

They not only forbid making idols but also require love of God (Ex. 20:4, 6). Honoring father and mother is first of 

all an attitude, a matter of the heart, as is covetousness (vv. 12, 17). Every thoughtful Jew knew that God’s law was 

far above his own human power to obey. The proud and self-satisfied responded by diluting the law. The humble and 

penitent responded by calling to God for help.  

  

If God’s Old Testament standards are impossible for man to meet by himself, how much less attainable by one’s own 

power are the standards of the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus here teaches not only that people must love God but that 

they “are to be perfect, as [their] heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48), and that unless their righteousness exceeds the 

external, man-originated “righteousness… of the scribes and Pharisees, [they] shall not enter the kingdom of heaven” 

(5:20). 

  

WHY HUMILITY IS FIRST 
Jesus puts this beatitude first because humility is the foundation of all other graces, a basic element in becoming a 

Christian (Matt. 18:3-4). Pride has no part in Christ’s kingdom, and until a person surrenders pride he cannot enter 

the kingdom. The door into His kingdom is low and no one who stands tall will ever go through it. We cannot be 

filled until we are empty; we cannot be made worthy until we recognize our unworthiness; we cannot live until we 

admit we are dead. We might as well expect fruit to grow without a tree as to expect the other graces of the Christian 

life to grow without humility. We cannot begin the Christian life without humility, and we cannot live the Christian 

life with pride. 

  

Yet in the church today there is little emphasis on humility, little mention of self-emptying. We see many Christian 

books on how to be happy, how to be successful, how to overcome problems, and on and on. But we see very few 

books on how to empty ourselves, how to deny ourselves, and how to take up our crosses and follow Jesus—in the 

way that He tells us to follow Him. 

  

Until a soul is humbled, until the inner person is poor in spirit, Christ can never become dear, because He is 

obscured by self. Until one knows how helpless, worthless, and sinful he is in himself, he can never see how mighty, 

worthy, and glorious Christ is in Himself. Until one sees how doomed he is, he cannot see what a Redeemer the Lord 

is. Until one sees his own poverty he cannot see God’s riches. Only when one admits to his own deadness can Christ 

give him His life. “Everyone who is proud in heart is an abomination to the Lord” (Prov. 16:5). 

  

Being poor in spirit is the first beatitude because humility must precede everything else. No one can receive the 

kingdom until he recognizes that he is unworthy of the kingdom. The church in Laodicea said proudly, “I am rich, 

and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing,” not knowing that she was instead “wretched and miserable and 

poor and blind and naked” (Rev. 3:17). Those who refuse to recognize that they are lost and helpless are like the 

blind Roman slave girl who insisted that she was not blind but that the world was permanently dark. 

  

Where self is exalted, Christ cannot be. Where self is king, Christ cannot be. Until the proud in spirit become poor in 

spirit, they cannot receive the King or inherit His kingdom. 

  



Page 78 of 154 

 

ACHIEVING HUMILITY 
How, then, do we become poor in spirit? Almost by definition, it cannot start with us, with anything we can do or 

accomplish in our own power. Nor does it involve putting ourselves down. We are already down; humility simply 

recognizes the truth. And simply being hopeless, helpless, and in need obviously is no virtue. That is not God’s will 

for anyone. His will is to get us out of that condition and into blessing. The fulfillment of that goal depends on His 

sovereign, gracious work of humbling. 

  

Humility is not a necessary human work to make us worthy, but a necessary divine work to make us see that we are 

unworthy and cannot change our condition without God. That is why monasticism, asceticism, physical self-denial, 

mutilation, and other such self-efforts are so foolish and futile. They feed pride rather than subdue it, because they 

are works of the flesh. They give a person a reason to boast in what he has done or not done. Such self-imposed 

efforts are enemies of humility. 

  

Yet even though genuine humility is produced by the Lord as an element of the work of salvation, it is also 

commanded of men. There are numerous divine commands to humble oneself (Matt. 18:4; 23:12; James 4:10; 1 Pet. 

5:5), which the Lord perfectly harmonizes with His sovereign work of humbling. Sovereign saving work is never 

without personal cooperation. Because of that it is helpful to look at some of the steps from the human side of the 

divine paradox. 

  

The first step in experiencing humility is to turn our eyes off ourselves and to look to God. When we study His Word, 

seek His face in prayer, and sincerely desire to be near Him and please Him, we move toward being poor in spirit. It 

is the vision of the infinitely Holy God in all His sinless purity and perfection that allows us to see ourselves as 

sinners by contrast. To seek humility, we do not look at ourselves to find the faults, but at God Almighty to behold 

His perfection. 

  

Second, we must starve the flesh by removing the things on which it feeds. The essence of the fleshly nature is pride, 

and to starve the flesh is to remove and avoid those things that promote pride. Rather than looking for praise, 

compliments, and popularity, we should be wary of them. Yet because our human sinfulness has a way of turning 

even the best intentions to its advantage, we need to be careful not to make an issue of avoiding praise and 

recognition. The evil is not in being given praise but in seeking it and glorying in it. When, without having sought it, 

we are praised or honored, to ungraciously reject the recognition may be an act of pride rather than of humility. 

  

The third and balancing principle in coming to humility is asking God for it. With David we should pray, “Create in 

me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me” (Ps. 51:10). Humility, like every other good gift, 

comes only from God. Also as with every other good thing, He is more willing to give it than we are to ask for it, and 

He stands ready to give it long before we ask for it. 

  

KNOWING WHEN WE ARE HUMBLE 
How can we know if we are genuinely humble, if we are poor in spirit? Thomas Watson gives seven principles we 

may apply in determining humility. 13-1 

  

First, if we are humble we will be weaned from ourselves. We will be able to say with David, “My soul is like a 

weaned child within me” (Ps. 131:2). One who is poor in spirit loses his self-preoccupation. Self is nothing, and 

Christ is everything. Paul’s humility is nowhere more beautifully expressed than in his saying, “I have been crucified 

with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by 

faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and delivered Himself up for me” (Gal. 2:20). To the Philippian believers he 

wrote, “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). 

  

Second, humility will lead us to be lost in the wonder of Christ, “with unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the 

glory of the Lord,… being transformed into the same image from glory to glory” (2 Cor. 3:18). Our satisfaction will 

be in the prospect of one day being fully in the likeness of our Lord. 
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Third, we will not complain about our situation, no matter how bad it may become. Because we know we deserve 

worse than anything we can experience in this life, we will consider no circumstance to be unfair. When tragedy 

comes we will not say, “Why me, Lord?” When our suffering is for Christ’s sake we not only will not complain or 

feel ashamed but will glorify God for it (1 Pet. 4:16), knowing that we will “also be glorified with Him” and realizing 

“that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us” 

(Rom. 8:17-18). 

  

Fourth, we will more clearly see the strengths and virtues of others as well as our own weaknesses and sins. With 

“humility of mind” we will “regard one another as more important than [ourselves]” (Phil. 2:3) and will “give 

preference to one another in honor” (Rom 12:10). 

  

Fifth, we will spend much time in prayer. Just as the physical beggar begs for physical sustenance, the spiritual 

beggar begs for spiritual. We will knock often at heaven’s gate because we are always in need. Like Jacob wrestling 

with the angel, we will not let go until we are blessed. 

  

Sixth, we will take Christ on His terms, not on ours or any other. We will not try to have Christ while keeping our 

pride, our pleasures, our covetousness, or our immorality. We will not modify His standards by ecclesiastical 

traditions or by our own inclinations or persuasions. His Word alone will be our standard. 

  

Watson said, “A castle that has long been besieged and is ready to be taken will deliver up on any terms to save their 

lives. He whose heart has been a garrison for the devil, and has held out long in opposition against Christ, when once 

God has brought him to poverty of spirit and he sees himself damned without Christ, let God propound what articles 

he will, he will readily subscribe to them. Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?’” (p. 47). 

  

Seventh, when we are poor in spirit we will praise and thank God for His grace. Nothing more characterizes the 

humble believer than abounding gratitude to his Lord and Savior. He knows that he has no blessings and no 

happiness but that which the Father gives in love and grace. He knows that God’s grace is “more than abundant, with 

the faith and love which are found in Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 1:14). 

  

THE RESULT OF BEING POOR IN SPIRIT 
Those who come to the King in this humility inherit His kingdom, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. God has 

gladly chosen to give the kingdom to those who humbly come to Him and trust Him (Luke 12:32). 

  

When the Lord called Gideon to deliver Israel from the Midianites, Gideon replied, “O Lord, how shall I deliver 

Israel? Behold, my family is the least in Manasseh, and I am the youngest in my father’s house”—to which God 

answered, “Surely I will be with you, and you shall defeat Midian as one man” (Judg. 6:15-16). When Isaiah “saw 

the Lord sitting on a throne, lofty and exalted,” he cried in despair, “Woe is me, for I am ruined! Because I am a man 

of unclean lips.” Then an attending seraph touched the prophet’s mouth with a burning coal and said, “Behold, this 

has touched your lips; and your iniquity is taken away, and your sin is forgiven” (Isa. 6:1, 5-7). 

  

Those who come to the Lord with broken hearts do not leave with broken hearts. “For thus says the high and exalted 

One who lives forever, whose name is Holy, ‘I dwell on a high and holy place, and also with the contrite and lowly 

of spirit in order to revive the spirit of the lowly and to revive the heart of the contrite’” (Isa. 57:15). God wants us to 

recognize our poverty so that He can make us rich. He wants us to recognize our lowliness so that He can raise us up. 

“Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord,” James says, “and He will exalt you” (James 4:10). In giving up 

their own kingdom, the poor in spirit inherit God’s. 

  
Some final points: Poor in Spirit: to acknowledge spiritual poverty. It is poverty, absolute and abject poverty of 

spirit. It is being destitute and conspicuously poor in spirit. Note several significant facts about the “poor in spirit.” 

     1.   Being poor in spirit does not mean that a man must be poverty-stricken and financially poor. Hunger, 

nakedness, and slums are not pleasing to God, especially in a world of plenty. Christ is not talking about material 

poverty. He means what He says: poor in spirit. Being “poor in spirit” means several things. 
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a.  To acknowledge our utter helplessness before God, our spiritual poverty, our spiritual need. We are solely 

dependent upon God to meet our need. 

b.  To acknowledge our utter lack in facing life and eternity apart from God. To acknowledge that the real 

blessings of life and eternity come only from a right relationship with God. 

c.  To acknowledge our utter lack of superiority before all others and our spiritual deadness before God. To 

acknowledge that we are no better, no richer, no more superior than the next person—no matter what we 

have achieved in this world (fame, fortune, power). Our attitude toward others is not proud and haughty, 

not superior and overbearing. To be “poor in spirit” means acknowledging that every human being is a real 

person just like everyone else—a person who has a significant contribution to make to society and to the 

world. The person “poor in spirit” approaches life in humility and appreciation, not as though life owes 

him, but as though he owes life. He has been given the privilege of living; therefore, he journeys through 

life with a humble attitude and he contributes all he can to a needy world out of a spirit of appreciation. 

     2.   The opposite of being “poor in spirit” is having a spirit that is full of self. There is a world of difference 

between these two spirits. There is the difference of thinking that we are righteous versus acknowledging that we 

need the righteousness of Christ. There is the difference of being self-righteous versus being given the righteousness 

of Christ. Self-righteousness goes no farther than self; that is, it goes no farther than death. Self dies and everything 

with self including our self-righteousness. But the righteousness that is of Christ lives forever.  

     3.   Two critical steps are taken by the person who truly acknowledges his spiritual poverty. 

a.  He turns his primary attention away from the things of this world. He knows things can never make him 

rich in spirit. 

b.  He turns his primary attention to God and His kingdom. He knows God alone can make him rich in spirit. 

     4.   The “poor in spirit” are weary and burdened for the world. They know the truth of this world and of eternity. 

Therefore, they have set their face to do their part for both. 

a.  They are weary of the deceptive appearances and enticements of this world. They have learned that “all is 

vanity [empty]” and all is corruptible. All waste away, even human life itself. Therefore, they feel weary 

and burdened for those who are still lost in the world. 

b.  They are weary from having labored so much to reach their generation. They have labored to serve and 

make their contribution as God has called them. They have toiled so laboriously for one reason only: the 

love of Christ constrained them to reach their generation (2 Cor. 5:14). 

     5.   The “poor in spirit” are those who approach the world as a child. All children are very, very precious to God 

and are given angels to look over them (Matthew 18:10 cp. Psalm 91:11). 

  

False Leaders Are Cursed for Their Exclusion 
But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you shut off the kingdom of heaven from men; for you do 

not enter in yourselves, nor do you allow those who are entering to go in. (23:13) 

  

Throughout its pages, Scripture highly honors genuine spiritual leaders who rightly and faithfully represent God and 

seek no self-glory. God lifts up His true servants and presents them as examples for others to follow and respect. The 

Christians of Galatia must have greatly pleased God’s heart when they received the apostle Paul “as an angel of God, 

as Christ Jesus Himself” (Gal. 4:14).  

  

Paul called upon the Philippian church to receive Epaphroditus “in the Lord with all joy and hold men like him in 

high regard; because he came close to death for the work of Christ” (Phil. 2:29-30). He implored the Thessalonians: 

“Appreciate those who diligently labor among you, and have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction, 

and… esteem them very highly in love because of their work” (1 Thess. 5:12-13). He advised Timothy “Let the 

elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and 

teaching” (1 Tim. 5:17).  

  

The writer of Hebrews exhorts believers: “Obey your leaders, and submit to them; for they keep watch over your 

souls, as those who will give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be unprofitable 

for you” (Heb. 13:17).  
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On the other hand, no one in Scripture is more condemned than the religious charlatan who teaches and practices 

falsehood. God’s most furious wrath is reserved for those men who parade themselves as His servants but who are 

servants only of evil and falsehood, liars and deceivers whose own spiritual father is Satan himself (John 8:44).  

  

The seventeenth-century Puritan preacher Richard Baxter wrote, “Many a tailor can go in rags while making costly 

clothes for others. Many a cook may scarcely lick his fingers when he has prepared the most sumptuous dishes for 

others to eat” (The Peformed Minister [Portland. Ore.: Multnomah, 1982], p. 28). His point was that many religious 

leaders supposedly offer spiritual provision for those in their care but are themselves spiritually shabby and starving. 

Such were most of the Jewish religious leaders in New Testament times.  

  

Many Christians today are greatly concerned about the rising influences of communism, humanism, secularism, and 

social injustice. Yet those evils, great as they are, do not together pose the threat to Christianity that false shepherds 

and ministers do. Throughout the history of redemption, the greatest threat to God’s truth and God’s work has been 

false prophets and teachers, because they propose to speak in His name. That is why the Lord’s most scathing 

denunciations were reserved for the false teachers of Israel, who claimed to speak and act for God but were liars.  

  

Yet for some reason, evangelical Christianity is often hesitant to confront false teachers with the seriousness and 

severity that Jesus and the apostles did, and that the godly prophets before them had done. Today, more than at any 

time in modern history and perhaps more than at any time in the history of the church, pagan religions and cults are 

seriously encroaching on societies that for centuries have been nominally Christian. Even within the church, many 

ideas, teachings, and philosophies that are little more than thinly veiled paganism have become popular and 

influential. As in ancient Israel, the further God’s people move away from the foundation of His Word, the more 

false religion flourishes in the world and even in their own midst. At no time have Christians had greater need to be 

discerning. They need to recognize and respect true godly shepherds who feed them God’s Word and build them up 

in the faith, and they also must recognize and denounce those who twist and undermine God’s Word, who corrupt the 

church and who lead lost people still further away from God’s truth and from salvation.  

  

The godly prophets of the Old Testament were constantly opposed and often persecuted by ungodly prophets, who 

invariably drew many of the people after them. Isaiah declared, “the people will be like the priest” (Isa. 24:2). 

Jeremiah wrote, “The prophets prophecy falsely and the priests rule on their own authority; and My people love it 

so!” (Jer. 5:31) and “Many shepherds have ruined My vineyard, they have trampled down My field; they have made 

My pleasant field a desolate wilderness” (12:10).  

  

In Matthew 23:13-33 Jesus relentlessly condemned the false spiritual leaders of Israel, in particular the scribes and 

Pharisees, who then held the dominant power and influence in Judaism. Jesus warned about them in His first sermon, 

the Sermon on the Mount (see, e.g., 5:20; 7:15), and His last sermon (Matt. 23) consists almost entirely of warnings 

about them and to them. In this final public message, the Lord wanted to draw the people away from those false 

leaders and turn them to the true teaching and the godly examples of His apostles, who would become His uniquely 

commissioned and endowed representatives on earth during the early years of the church. He also gave the apostles 

themselves a final example of the confrontationalstance they would soon find it necessary to take in their 

proclamation and defense of the gospel.  

  

The unbelieving scribes and Pharisees whom Jesus addressed in the Temple stood alone in their sin and were 

condemned alone in their guilt for misappropriating and perverting God’s law and for leading Israel into heresy just 

as the false prophets among their forefathers had done (vv. 30-32). But they also stood as models of all false spiritual 

leaders who would come after them. Therefore what Jesus said about them and to them is of much more than 

historical significance. It is essential instruction for dealing with the false leaders who abound in our own day.  

  

In the first twelve verses of chapter 23, Jesus had declared that the scribes and Pharisees, typical of all false spiritual 

leaders, were without authority without integrity without sympathy without spirituality without humility and 

therefore without God’s approval or blessing. Now speaking to them directly, He asserts they are under God’s 

harshest condemnation.  
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In verses 13-33 Jesus pronounces seven curses, or woes, on those wicked leaders. If verse 14 were included there 

would be eight woes, but that verse is not found in the best early manuscripts of Matthew (as indicated by its being 

set off by brackets in the NASB text). It was probably added later by a well-meaning copyist who picked it up from 

Mark 12:40 or Luke 20:47. Although the statement is genuine, it will not be discussed here, because originally it was 

not likely a part of this passage.  

  

The scene in the Temple that day had become volatile in the extreme, in some ways more volatile than when Jesus 

had cast out the merchants and money-changers the day before. At that time Jesus’ anger was vented against what the 

religious leaders were doing outwardly and that attack had outraged them (21:16, 23). Now however, He attacked 

what they were inwardly and that infuriated them even more.  

  

In our day of tolerance and eclecticism, the kind of confrontation Jesus had with the scribes and Pharisees seems 

foreign and uncharitable. A person who speaks too harshly against a false religion or unbiblical teaching or 

movement is considered unkind, ungracious, and judgmental. Jesus’ indictments in Matthew 23, as well as in other 

parts of the gospels, are so inconsistent with the idea of Christian love held by some liberal theologians and Bible 

scholars, for example, that they conclude He could not have spoken them. What Jesus really said, they maintain, was 

modified and intensified either by the gospel writers or the sources from whom they received their information.  

  

But the nature of Jesus’ condemnation of those corrupt religious leaders is perfectly consistent with the rest of 

Scripture, both the Old Testament and the New. Not only that, but Jesus’ words in this passage fly from His lips, as 

someone has said, like claps of thunder and spears of lightning. Out of His mouth on this occasion came the most 

fearful and dreadful statements that Jesus uttered on earth. They do not give the least impression of being the 

afterthought of an overzealous writer or copyist.  

  

Matthew 23 is one of the most serious passages in Scripture. Jesus here makes the word hypocrite a synonym for 

scribe and for Pharisee. He calls them sons of hell, blind guides, fools, robbers, self-indulgent, whitewashed tombs, 

full of hypocrisy and lawlessness, serpents, vipers, and persecutors and murderers of God’s people. He uttered every 

syllable with absolute self-control but with devastating intensity.  

  

Yet Jesus was never cold or indifferent, even toward His enemies, and on this occasion His judgment is mingled with 

sorrow and deep pathos. It is not the Sons will any more than the Father’s that a single person perish, because it is the 

gracious divine desire that everyone would come to repentance and salvation (2 Pet. 3:9). At the end of His 

denunciation, Jesus extended by implication another last invitation for belief, suggesting that He would still gladly 

gather any unbelievers under His wings as a mother hen gathers her chicks, if only they would be willing (Matt. 

23:37).  

  

As Jesus had approached Jerusalem during His triumphal entry “He saw the city and wept over it, saying, ‘If you had 

known in this day, even you the things which make for peace! But now they have been hidden from your eyes (Luke 

19:41-42). He knew of the coming judgment on Israel and its leaders, and He was deeply grieved. There was 

therefore much pain involved in the curses He would soon pronounce. On the one hand is the fiery righteousness of 

God that yearns for rectification, and on the other is His sympathetic love, as His heart aches over the doom of His 

people.  

  

In His castigation of the false Jewish leaders, Jesus repeatedly used two words, woe and hypocrites, that are keys to 

understanding Matthew 23:13-33. Woe is from ouai, which is not so much a word in the ordinary sense as an 

onomatopoeic interjection, suggesting a guttural outcry of anger, pain, or both. It is used in the Septuagint (Greek 

Old Testament) to express grief, despair, sorrow dissatisfaction, pain, and fear of losing one’s life. In the New 

Testament it is used to speak of sorrow and of judgment, carrying the mingled ideas of punishment and pity, cursing 

and compassion.  

  

But Jesus used woe against the scribes and Pharisees not as an exclamation but as a declaration, a divine 

pronouncement of judgment from God. He did not use the term in the sense of the profane phrase “Damn you!” He 

was not wishing for the damnation of those false leaders but certifying it. As already noted, it was not His desire that 
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they be condemned but rather that they repent and come to salvation. But He knew that if they did not repent and 

believe they were doomed to hell under God’s righteous and just wrath. When God utters woe against evil men He 

sets divine judgment in motion.  

  
Hypocrites is from hupokriteôs, whose original meaning was that of answering or replying. It later came to refer to 

actors, who answered one another back and forth in dialogue, and from there it came to mean deceitful pretense, the 

putting on of a false front. It was used to describe what might be called theatrical goodness—pretended goodness that 

is simply for show.  

  

In His series of seven curses, or woes, against the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus condemned by extension all false 

spiritual teachers. He condemns them for their exclusion of people from God’s kingdom, for their subversion of the 

people, for their perversion of truth, for their inversion of God’s priorities, for their extortion and self-indulgence, for 

their contamination, and for their pretension. 

  

First Jesus cursed the scribes and Pharisees for their exclusion of men from the kingdom of heaven. The chief evil 

of every false religion is that it shuts people out of God’s kingdom. 

  

Regardless of the appealing, benign, and promising front that a false system of religion or philosophy may have, its 

ultimate accomplishment is to shut off the kingdom of heaven from men. It may feed their bodies, stimulate their 

minds, and calm their emotions, but it will inevitably damn their souls. It may raise their moral standards, increase 

their worldly success, overcome practical problems, and improve their outward relationships with other people, but it 

will not remove their sin or improve their relationship to God. It may promise heaven, but it can only deliver hell. 

  

“You do not enter the kingdom yourselves,” Jesus said, “nor do you allow those who are entering to go in.” In 

their hypocrisy the unbelieving scribes and Pharisees pretended to know God but did not, pretended to be His 

spokesmen but were not, pretended to be in His kingdom but were not. In their boundless pride they even believed 

they themselves were the doorkeepers of the kingdom. 

In his letter to the Roman church, Paul said: If you bear the name “Jew” and rely upon the Law and boast in God, and 

know His will, and approve the things that are essential, being instructed out of the law and are confident that you 

yourself are a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness, a corrector of the foolish, a teacher of the 

immature, having in the Law the embodiment of knowledge and of the truth, you, therefore, who teach another, do 

you not teach yourself?… You who boast in the law through your breaking the Law do you dishonor God? For the 

name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you. (Rom. 2:17-21, 23-24) 

  

The scribes and Pharisees, and all other Jews who followed their hypocritical traditions, lived under the delusion that, 

because they were His called People and the receivers and human custodians of God’s law (Rom. 3:2; 9:4-5), they 

were somehow automatically destined to live under God’s approval. In their spiritual darkness they confused merely 

knowing the law with keeping it, and merely knowing about the light with living in it. 

  

But Jesus declared that they had no part in God’s kingdom, which is the sphere of His reign and power and, in this 

context, especially refers to the sphere of salvation in which His redeemed people live. 

  

The picture Jesus gives here suggests the idea of the scribes and Pharisees standing just outside the gates of the 

kingdom and slamming them shut in the faces of those who were about to go in. People who came to those religious 

leaders for direction and help in finding God were actually being shut off from Him even while they were on the 

verge of salvation. 

  

In the immediate historical context, Jesus was saying that He had come to Israel to proclaim the kingdom of God and 

to provide entrance for all who would believe in Him. But as soon as a Jew showed interest in the gospel, the scribes 

and Pharisees would step between that person and Christ, as it were. Tragically, they succeeded in turning many 

seekers away. They had done the same thing to those who were drawn to God through the preaching of John the 

Baptist, and they would soon do the same thing to those who were drawn to God through the preaching of the 

apostles. 
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 As soon as men and women from Jerusalem and from “all Judea, and all the district around the Jordan” went out to 

hear John the Baptist and “were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, as they confessed their sins,” the 

unbelieving and unrepentant Pharisees and Sadducees showed up, attempting to corrupt John’s work and confuse the 

people by pretentiously submitting to baptism but without genuine confession of their sins. Discerning their 

hypocrisy, John called them a “brood of vipers” who were under the judgment of God’s fiery wrath (Matt. 3:5-8; cf. 

vv. 10, 12), using virtually the same words Jesus was now about to use against them in the Temple (23:33). 

  

It is painful to consider—and was immeasurably more painful for Jesus to consider—the countless thousands who 

had been shut off from His kingdom by Israel’s false religious leaders. In his parallel passage Luke reports Jesus as 

saying, “Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge; you did not enter in yourselves, and 

those who were entering in you hindered” (Luke 11:52). 

  

The false leaders took away the key of knowledge by misinterpreting the Word of God, by denying the Messiah, by 

denying the need for repentance, and by denying salvation by grace. Their work-righteous system had no place for 

the gospel of grace, which is the only way into the kingdom. By drawing people away from Jesus Christ, those 

leaders thwarted their salvation and confirmed their damnation. 

  

That is why the greatest battle in the world is not against communism or humanism or secularism or social injustice. 

The greatest battle by far is the battle for men’s souls, a battle which could be lost even if somehow all those other 

battles were won. The great challenge of the church in our day is to clearly and boldly articulate God’s truth and just 

as clearly and boldly to expose Satan’s falsehoods. The great need of the world today is to turn from its falsehoods 

and to hear and heed God’s truth and be saved. 

  

When men’s eternal souls are at stake, the church cannot be passive and indifferent. Nor can it hide behind false 

humility that fears being judgmental or behind false love that fears offending. Christ was supremely humble, yet He 

never called evil anything but what it was. Christ was supremely loving, yet He never withheld a warning that might 

save His hearers from hell. And He had nothing but intense anger for those who by their false teachings led men 

away from God and directly toward hell. 

  

Nowhere is the Pharisees’s hardness of heart more graphically portrayed than in the account of the blind man Jesus 

healed on the Sabbath. When the healed man was brought to the Pharisees and they heard he had been healed on the 

Sabbath, their sole concern was for Jesus’ breaking one of their Sabbath traditions (John 9:16). The fact that this man 

who had lived all his life in blindness and despair had now been given sight was of no consequence to them. Nor was 

the fact that Jesus had obviously performed the healing by divine power of any consequence to them. They were 

utterly devoid of compassion and blind to the truth. They were indifferent to the confirmation by the man’s parents 

that their son was indeed born blind (v. 20) and impervious to the man’s own astute arguments about the divine 

source of his healing (vv. 30-33). The factualness of his healing was not a consideration to them. They had made up 

their minds that Jesus was not the Christ (see v. 22), and no evidence to the contrary carried any weight with them. In 

this one incident the Pharisees conclusively demonstrated their rejection of Jesus as the Messiah, their rejection of 

His divine nature and power, and their contempt for His divine grace and for the souls of men. 

  

When the church began to move with great force after Pentecost, proclaiming Christ’s power to save men’s souls and 

demonstrating His power to heal men’s bodies, the Jewish religious leaders again demonstrated their hardness of 

heart. “What shall we do with these men?” they said of Peter and John after the healing of the lame man outside the 

Temple. “For the fact that a noteworthy miracle has taken place through them is apparent to all who live in 

Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it. But in order that it may not spread any further among the people, let us warn them 

to speak no more to any man in this name” (Acts 4:16-17). In their minds, neither the power the apostles manifested 

nor the truth they proclaimed was of any relevance. They themselves had rejected the kingdom and, just as during 

Jesus’ ministry they were determined to prevent others from entering. 

  

Paul reminded the Thessalonian believers that they suffered persecution at the hands of their own unbelieving 

countrymen just as the believing Jews in Judea had suffered at the hands of theirs. Those Jewish leaders “both killed 

the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out. They are not pleasing to God, but hostile to all men, hindering us 
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from speaking to the Gentiles that they might be saved; with the result that they always fill up the measure of their 

sins” (1 Thess. 2:14-16). 

  

Some final points: (23:13) Religionists—False Teachers: false religionists shut the door to heaven against seekers. 

The word “against” (emprosthen) means in the face of. The picture is that of men standing right at the door 

desperately needing to enter, but the false religionist shuts the door of heaven in their face. 

  

Christ said two things in this point. 

1. The false religionists did not enter heaven themselves. There are three reasons why they did not enter. (These 

reasons are pointed out in the preceding Scriptures.) 

a. They rejected God as Messiah, as being the Lord from heaven, the very Son of God (cp. Matthew 22:41-45; John 

10:31-39). 

b. They preferred their own ideas of religion rather than God’s ideas. They preferred a religion that honored man’s 

ability to do religious things rather than a religion that honored God’s mercy for man. 

c. They chose the world over God’s demand for self-denial. They chose the things of the world such as position, 

honor, recognition, esteem, wealth, power, authority, and security. 

  

2.  The false religionists not only did not enter heaven themselves, they did not allow seekers to enter. They shut the 

door by misleading people, and thereby doomed them to an eternity apart from God. 

a. They tried to discredit Jesus Christ, denying that He was the Son of God incarnated in human flesh (Matthew 

21:23-22:46). 

b. They twisted the Scriptures, falsely interpreting them (cp. Matthew 22:41-46). 

c. They ridiculed and threatened anyone who confessed Christ (John 9:22, 34). 

  

The fields are white unto harvest. Many seek to enter heaven, yet the door is often shut in their faces. By whom? By 

false religionists. 

1) False religionists deny Christ: they do not teach and preach that Jesus is the true Savior of men, the Son of God. 

Therefore, the seeker never knows the salvation of Christ. He never knows that Christ died for his sins and that he 

must trust Christ and give all he is and has to Christ. 

2) False religionists have their own thoughts about religion and how to be right with God. They teach their own 

thoughts on religion and righteousness. Therefore, the seeker never knows God’s true righteousness and religion. 

3) False religionists often choose the world over the denial of self. They choose place, position, honor, and security 

over sacrifice and true service. 

  

Many religionists mislead people. They prefer their own ideas of religion rather than God’s ideas. They prefer their 

own ideas that exalt self and honor their own abilities. A man must guard against his own ideas and prejudices. 

Personal ideas and prejudice must not replace what God has revealed to be the truth. Personal ideas and prejudices 

shut the door of heaven to everyone who accepts and believes them. 

  

 

Mourners comforted—destroyers condemned  
(Matthew 5:4 NASB) ""Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted." 

 

In Psalm 55 David cries out, “Oh, that I had wings like a dove! I would fly away and be at rest. Behold, I would 

wander far away, I would lodge in the wilderness. I would hasten to my place of refuge from the stormy wind and 

tempest” (vv. 6-8). 

  

Such a cry comes from the lips of almost everyone at some time or another. David echoes the cry of humanity—a cry 

for release, a cry for freedom, a cry for escape from things that weigh heavy on us. When we face great sorrow, 

disappointment, tragedy, or failure, we wish that we could escape the trouble like we escape a thunderstorm by 

running inside. But comfort from the troubles of life is much harder to find than shelter from rain. The deeper the 

sorrow, the harder the pressure, the worse the despair, the more elusive comfort seems to be. 
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As pointed out in the previous chapter, all of the Beatitudes are paradoxical, because what they promise for what they 

demand seems incongruous and upside down in the eyes of the natural man. The paradox of the second beatitude is 

obvious. What could be more self-contradictory than the idea that the sad are happy, that the path to happiness is 

sadness, that the way to rejoicing is in mourning? 

  

In the routine of ordinary, day-by-day living, the idea seems absurd. The whole structure of most human living—

whether by the primitive or sophisticated, the wealthy or the poor, the educated or the uneducated—is based on the 

seemingly incontrovertible principle that the way to happiness is having things go your own way. Pleasure brings 

happiness, money brings happiness, entertainment brings happiness, fame and praise bring happiness, self-expression 

brings happiness. On the negative side, avoiding pain, trouble, disappointment, frustration, hardships, and other 

problems brings happiness. Sidestepping those things is necessary before the other things can bring full happiness. 

Throughout history a basic axiom of the world has been that favorable things bring happiness, whereas unfavorable 

things bring unhappiness. The principle seems so self-evident that most people would not bother to debate it. 

  

But Jesus said, “Happy are the sad.” He even went so far as to say, “Woe to you who laugh now; for you shall mourn 

and weep” (Luke 6:25)—the converse beatitude of Matthew 5:4. Jesus turned the world’s principles exactly upside 

down. He reversed the path to happiness. 

  

To discover what Jesus meant, and did not mean, in this beatitude we will look at the meaning of mourning as it is 

used here, the result of mourning, the way to mourn as Jesus teaches, and the way to know if we are truly mourning.  

  

The Meaning of Mourning 
Certain kinds of sorrow are common to all mankind, experienced by believer and unbeliever alike. Some of these 

sorrows are normal and legitimate, sorrows which concern the Lord and for which He knows our need. Others are 

abnormal and illegitimate, brought about solely because of sinful passions and objectives. 

  

IMPROPER MOURNING 
Improper mourning is the sorrow of those who are frustrated in fulfilling evil plans and lusts, or who have misguided 

loyalties and affection. To those who mourn in that way the Lord offers no help or solace. 

  

David’s son “Amnon was so frustrated because of his sister Tamar that he made himself ill, for she was a virgin, and 

it seemed hard to Amnon to do anything to her” (2 Sam. 13:2). Amnon’s grief was caused by incestuous, unfulfilled 

lust. 

  

Others carry legitimate sorrow to illegitimate extremes. When a person grieves so hard and so long over the loss of a 

loved one that he cannot function normally, his grief becomes sinful and destructive. Such depressing sorrow is 

usually related to guilt, essentially selfish, and, for a Christian, is a mark of unfaithfulness and lack of trust in God. 

  

David grieved that way, in part to try to atone for his guilt. When the rebellious Absalom, another of David’s sons, 

was killed, his father went into inconsolable mourning (2 Sam. 18:33—19:4). Joab finally rebuked the king, saying, 

“Today you have covered with shame the faces of all your servants, who today have saved your life and the lives of 

your sons and daughters, the lives of your wives, and the lives of your concubines, by loving those who hate you, and 

by hating those who love you. For you have shown today that princes and servants are nothing to you; for I know this 

day that if Absalom were alive and all of us were dead today, then you would be pleased” (19:5-6).  

  

The wickedly ambitious Absalom had raised a rebel army, driven the king—his own father—out of Jerusalem, and 

taken over the palace. 

  

David’s love for his son was understandable, but his judgment had been perverted. Probably because of his great 

feeling of guilt for having been such a poor father, and because he knew that Absalom’s tragedy was part of the 

judgment God sent because of David’s adulterous and murderous affair with Bathsheba, the king’s mourning over 

Absalom was abnormal. The judgment that came on Absalom was entirely deserved. 
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PROPER MOURNING 
There are also, of course, other kinds of sorrow, legitimate sorrows that are common to all mankind and for which 

reasonable mourning is appropriate. To express these sorrows and to cry over them opens an escape valve that keeps 

our feelings from festering and poisoning our emotions and our whole life. It provides the way for healing, just as 

washing out a wound helps prevent infection. 

  

An Arab proverb says, “All sunshine makes a desert.” The trouble-free life is likely to be a shallow life. We often 

learn more and mature more from times of sorrow than from times when everything is going well. A familiar poem 

by Robert Browning Hamilton expresses the truth: 

I walked a mile with Pleasure, She chattered all the way, 

But left me none the wiser For all she had to say 

I walked a mile with Sorrow, And ne’er a word said she, 

But, oh, the things I learned from her When Sorrow walked with me. 

(Cited in William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew [rev. ed.; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975], 1:94) 

  

Sarah’s death caused Abraham to mourn (Gen. 23:2). But the “father of the faithful” did not weep from lack of faith 

but for the loss his beloved wife, which he had every right to do. 

  

Loneliness for God, from whom he felt separated for a time, caused the psalmist to declare, “As the deer pants for 

the water brooks, so my soul pants for Thee, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God; when shall I come 

and appear before God? My tears have been my food day and night, while they say to me all day long, ‘Where is 

your God?’” (Ps. 42:1-3). 

  

Defeat and discouragement caused Timothy to mourn, leading Paul, his spiritual father, to write, “I thank God, whom 

I serve with a clear conscience the way my forefathers did, as I constantly remember you in my prayers night and 

day, longing to see you, even as I recall your tears, so that I may be filled with joy” (2 Tim. 1:3-4). 

  

Anguished concern about the sins of Israel and God’s coming judgment on His people caused Jeremiah to mourn. 

“Oh, that my head were waters, and my eyes a fountain of tears,” he cried, “that I might weep day and night for the 

slain of the daughter of my people!” (Jer. 9:1). 

  

Concern for the spiritual welfare of the Ephesian believers had caused Paul to mourn. “Night and day for a period of 

three years I did not cease to admonish each one with tears,” he said (Acts 20:31). Because of their great love for 

him the elders from the Ephesus church later mourned for Paul as he prayed with them on the beach near Miletus, 

“grieving especially over the word which he had spoken, that they should see his face no more” (v. 38). 

  

The earnest love of a father caused him to be grief-stricken over his demon-possessed son, even as he brought him to 

Jesus for healing. No doubt tears ran down the man’s face as He implored Jesus to help, confessing “I do believe; 

help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24). 

  

Repentant, worshipful devotion caused a woman to mourn over her sins as she went into the Pharisee’s house and 

washed Jesus’ feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. To the proud host who resented her contaminating 

his house and interrupting his dinner party, Jesus said, “I say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, 

for she loved much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little” (Luke 7:47). 

  

Immeasurable divine love caused our Lord to weep at the death of Lazarus (John 11:35) and over the sinning people 

of Jerusalem, whom He wanted to gather into His care as a mother hen gathers her chicks (Matt. 23:37). 

  

GODLY MOURNING  
The mourning about which Jesus is talking in the second beatitude, however, has nothing to do with the types just 

discussed, proper or improper. The Lord is concerned about all of the legitimate sorrows of His children, and He 

promises to console, comfort, and strengthen us when we turn to Him for help. But those are not the kind of sorrow 
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at issue here. Jesus is speaking of godly sorrow, godly mourning, mourning that only those who sincerely desire to 

belong to Him or who already belong to Him can experience.  

  

Paul speaks of this sorrow in his second letter to Corinth. “For the sorrow that is according to the will of God 

produces a repentance without regret, leading to salvation; but the sorrow of the world produces death. For behold 

what earnestness this very thing, this godly sorrow, has produced in you” (2 Cor. 7:10-11).  

  

The only sorrow that brings spiritual life and growth is godly sorrow, sorrow over sin that leads to repentance. Godly 

sorrow is linked to  repentance, and repentance is linked to sin.  

  

As the first beatitude makes clear, entrance into the kingdom of heaven begins with being “poor in spirit,” with 

recognition of total spiritual bankruptcy. The only way any person can come to Jesus Christ is empty-handed, totally 

destitute and pleading for God’s mercy and grace. Without a sense of spiritual poverty no one can enter the kingdom. 

And when we enter the kingdom we should never lose that sense, knowing “that nothing good dwells in [us], that is, 

in [our] flesh” (Rom. 7:18).  

  

Spiritual poverty leads to godly sorrow; the poor in spirit become those who mourn. After his great sin involving 

Bathsheba and Uriah, David repented and expressed his godly sorrow in Psalm 51: “For I know my transgressions, 

and my sin is ever before me. Against Thee, Thee only, I have sinned, and done what is evil in Thy sight” (vv. 3-4).  

  

Job was a model believer, “blameless, upright, fearing God, and turning away from evil” (Job 1:1). Yet he still had 

something to learn about God’s greatness and his own unworthiness, about God’s infinite wisdom and his own very 

imperfect understanding. Only after God allowed everything dear to Job to be taken away and then lectured His 

servant on His sovereignty and His majesty, did Job finally come to the place of godly sorrow, of repenting of and 

mourning over his sin. He confessed, “I have heard of Thee by the hearing of the ear; but now my eye sees Thee; 

therefore I retract, and I repent in dust and ashes” (42:5-6).  

  

God loves and honors a morally righteous life, but it is no substitute for a humble and contrite heart, which God loves 

and honors even more (Isa. 66:2).  

  

As seen in the discussion of the first beatitude, makarios (blessed) means to be happy, blissful. That happiness is a 

divine pronouncement, the assured benefit of those who meet the conditions God requires.  

  

The condition of the second beatitude is mourning: blessed are those who mourn. Nine different Greek words are 

used in the New Testament to speak of sorrow, reflecting its commonness in man’s life. It is woven into the cloth of 

the human situation. The story of history is the story of tears. And before the earth’s situation gets better it will get 

worse. Jesus tells us that before He comes again, “nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and 

in various places there will be famines and earthquakes. But all these things are merely the beginning of birth pangs” 

(Matt. 24:7-8). Until the Lord returns, history is destined to go from tragedy to greater tragedy, from sorrow to still 

greater sorrow.  

  

Of the nine terms used for sorrow, the one used here (pentheoô, mourn) is the strongest, the most severe. It represents 

the deepest, most heart-felt grief, and was generally reserved for grieving over the death of a loved one. It is used in 

the Septuagint (Greek Old Testament) for Jacob’s grief when he thought his son Joseph was killed by a wild animal 

(Gen. 37:34). It is used of the disciples’ mourning for Jesus before they knew He was raised from the dead (Mark 

16:10). It is used of the mourning of world business leaders over the death of its commerce because of the destruction 

of the world system during the Tribulation (Rev. 18:11, 15).  

  

The word carries the idea of deep inner agony, which may or may not be expressed by outward weeping, wailing, or 

lament. When David stopped hiding his sin and began mourning over it and confessing it (Ps. 32:3-5), he could 

declare, “How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered! How blessed is the man to whom 

the Lord does not impute iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit!” (vv. 1-2).  
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Happiness, or blessedness, does not come in the mourning itself. Happiness comes with what God does in response 

to it, with the forgiveness that such mourning brings. Godly mourning brings God’s forgiveness, which brings God’s 

happiness. Mourning is not merely a psychological or emotional experience that makes people feel better. It is a 

communion with the living, loving God who responds to the mourner with an objective reality—the reality of divine 

forgiveness!  

  

David experienced and expressed many kinds of common human sorrow, both proper and improper. He mourned 

over being lonely, over being rejected, over being discouraged and disappointed, and over losing an infant child. He 

also mourned inordinately over the death of Absalom, whom God had removed to protect Israel and the messianic 

throne of David. But nothing broke the heart of David like his own sin. No anguish was as deep as the anguish he felt 

when he finally saw the awfulness of his offenses against the Lord. That is when David became happy, when he 

became truly sad over his transgressions.  

  

The world says, “Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag, and smile, smile, smile.” Hide your problems and pretend 

to be happy. The same philosophy is applied to sin. But Jesus says, “Confess your sins, and mourn, mourn, mourn.” 

When we do that, our smiles can be genuine, because our happiness will be genuine. Godly mourning brings godly 

happiness, which no amount of human effort or optimistic pretense, no amount of positive thinking or possibility 

thinking, can produce.  

  

Only mourners over sin are happy because only mourners over sin have their sins forgiven. Sin and happiness are 

totally incompatible. Where one exists, the other cannot. Until sin is forgiven and removed, happiness is locked out. 

Mourning over sin brings forgiveness of sin, and forgiveness of sin brings a freedom and a joy that cannot be 

experienced in any other way.  

  

“Draw near to God and He will draw near to you,” James tells us. “Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your 

hearts, you double-minded. Be miserable and mourn and weep; let your laughter be turned into mourning, and your 

joy to gloom. Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you” (James 4:8-10).  

  

There is great need in the church today to cry instead of laugh. The frivolity, silliness, and foolishness that go on in 

the name of Christianity should themselves make us mourn. God’s counsel to the frivolous happy, the self-satisfied 

happy, the indulgent happy is: “Be miserable and mourn and weep; let your laughter be turned into mourning, and 

your joy into gloom.”  

  

The faithful child of God is constantly broken over his sinfulness, and the longer he lives and the more mature he 

becomes in the Lord, the harder it is for him to be frivolous. He sees more of God’s love and mercy, but he also sees 

more of his own and the world’s sinfulness. To grow in grace is also to grow in awareness of sin. Speaking to Israel, 

the prophet Isaiah said, “In that day the Lord God of hosts called you to weeping, to wailing, to shaving the head, and 

to wearing sackcloth. Instead, there is gaiety and gladness, killing of cattle and slaughtering of sheep, eating of meat 

and drinking of wine.” Following the world’s philosophy, which still prevails today, God’s ancient people said, “Let 

us eat and drink, for tomorrow we may die” (Isa. 22:12-13).  

  

We follow that philosophy vicariously, if not actually, when we laugh at the world’s crude and immoral jokes even 

though we do not retell them, when we are entertained by a sin even though we do not indulge in it, when we smile at 

ungodly talk even though we do not repeat the words. To joke about divorce, to make light of brutality, to be 

intrigued by sexual immorality is to rejoice when we should be mourning, to be laughing when we should be crying. 

To “rejoice in the perversity of evil” is placed alongside “delight in doing evil” (Prov. 2:14). To take “pleasure in 

wickedness” (2 Thess. 2:12) is to be a part of the wickedness, whether or not we commit the specific sin.  

  

Much of the church today has a defective sense of sin, which is reflected in this defective sense of humor. When even 

its own members make the church the butt of jokes, make light of its beliefs and ordinances, caricature its leaders as 

inept and clownish, and make its high standards of purity and righteousness the subject of humorous commentary, 

the church has great need to turn its laughter into mourning.  
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The Bible recognizes a proper sense of humor, humor that is not at the expense of God’s name, God’s Word, God’s 

church, or any person, except perhaps ourselves. God knows that “a joyful heart is good medicine” (Prov. 17:22), but 

a heart that rejoices in sin is taking poison, not medicine. The way to happiness is not in ignoring sin, much less in 

making light of it, but rather in sorrow over it that cries to God.  

  

We can react to our spiritual bankruptcy in one of several ways. Like the Pharisees we can deny our spiritual 

destitution and pretend we are spiritually rich. Or, like monastics and advocates of moral rearmament, we can admit 

our condition and try to change it in our own power and by our own efforts. Or we can admit our condition and then 

despair over it to such a degree that we try to drown it in drink, escape it by drugs or by activity, or give up 

completely and commit suicide, as Judas did. Because they can find no answer in themselves or in the world, these 

people conclude that there is no answer. Or, like the prodigal son, we can admit our condition, mourn over it, and 

turn to the heavenly Father to remedy our poverty (see Luke 15:11-32).  

  

Mourning over sin is not being engulfed in despair. Even the person who has been severely disciplined by the church 

should be forgiven, comforted, and loved, “lest somehow such a one be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow” (2 Cor. 

2:7-8). Nor is godly mourning wallowing in self-pity and false humility, which are really badges of pride.  

  

True mourning over sin does not focus on ourselves, not even on our sin. It focuses on God, who alone can forgive 

and remove our sin. It is an attitude that begins when we enter the kingdom and lasts as long as we are on earth. It is 

the attitude of Romans 7. Contrary to some popular interpretation, Paul is not here speaking simply about his former 

condition. The problems of chapter 7 were not one-time experiences that were completely replaced by the victories of 

chapter 8. The apostle clearly says, “For that which I am doing I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I 

would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate” (7:15). Here he uses the present tense, as he does throughout 

the rest of the chapter: “For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh;… for the good that I wish, I 

do not do; but I practice the very evil that I do not wish” (vv. 18-19); “I find then the principle that evil is present in 

me” (v. 21); “Wretched man that I am!  So hen, on the one hand I myself with my mind am serving the law of God, 

but on the other, with my flesh the law of sin” (vv. 24-25).  

  

Paul wrote those words at the height of his ministry. Yet righteousness and sin were still fighting a battle in his life. 

As he acknowledges in verse 25, the way of victory is “through Jesus Christ our Lord,” but the rest of the verse 

makes clear that, at that time, the victory was not yet complete. He knew where the victory was, and he had tasted the 

victory many times. But he knew that, in this life, it is never a permanent victory. The presence of the flesh sees to 

that. Permanent victory is assured to us now, but it is not given to us now.  

  

Paul not only spoke of the creation anxiously longing for restoration, but of his own longing for complete restoration. 

“And not only this, but also we ourselves, having the first fruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within 

ourselves, waiting eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our body” (Rom. 8:19, 22-23). Paul was tired 

of sin, tired of fighting it in himself, as well as in the church and in the world. He longed for relief. “For indeed in 

this house we groan,” he said, “longing to be clothed with our dwelling from heaven.” He greatly preferred “rather to 

be absent from the body and to be at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:2, 8).  

  

The mark of the mature life is not sinlessness, which is reserved for heaven, but growing awareness of sinfulness. “If 

we say that we have no sin,” John warns, “we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our 

sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:8-9). 

The subjects of God’s kingdom—the forgiven ones, the children of God and joint heirs with the Son—are 

characterized by continual confession of sin.  

  

Several years ago a college student said to me, “I’ve been liberated. Someone explained to me the true meaning of 1 

John 1:9, and now I realize that I no longer have to confess my sin” I asked him, “Well, do you still confess your 

sins?” “I just told you that I don’t have to anymore,” he replied. “I know you did,” I said, “but do you still confess 

your sins?” When he replied, “Yes, that’s what bothers me,” I stopped being bothered. I said, “I’m very glad to hear 

that,” and then told him that I knew that, despite the false teaching to which he had been exposed, he was a genuine 

Christian. His redeemed nature refused to go along with the false teaching his mind had temporarily accepted.  
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Penthountes (mourn) is a present participle, indicating continuous action. In other words, those who are continually 

mourning are those who will be continually comforted. In his ninety-five theses Martin Luther said that the 

Christian’s entire life is a continuous act of repentance and contrition. In his psalms David cried out, “For my 

iniquities are gone over my head; as a heavy burden they weigh too much for me” (38:4) and, “I know my 

transgressions, and my sin is ever before me” (51:3).  

  

There is no record in the New Testament of Jesus laughing. We are told of His weeping, His anger, His hunger and 

thirst, and many other human emotions and characteristics. But if He laughed, we do not know of it. We do know 

that, as Isaiah predicted, He was “a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Isa. 53:3). Yet today we often hear 

of another Jesus, who laughs and cajoles and draws people into the kingdom by His nonjudgmental spirit and His 

winsome way. The fun-loving, escapist world of comedians is found plying its trade even in the church—and finding 

ready acceptance. 

  

The Result of Mourning  
The result of godly mourning is comfort: they shall be comforted. That is why they are blessed. It is not the mourning 

that blesses, but the comfort God gives to those who mourn in a godly way.  

  

The emphatic pronoun autos (they) indicates that only those who mourn over sin will be comforted. The blessing of 

God’s comfort is reserved exclusively for the contrite of heart. It is only those who mourn for sin who will have their 

tears wiped away by the loving hand of Jesus Christ.  

  
Comforted is from parakaleoô, the same word that, as a noun, is rendered Comforter, or Helper, in John 14:16, 

where we are told that Jesus was the first Helper, and the Holy Spirit is “another Helper.”  

  

The Old Testament also speaks of God comforting those who mourn. Isaiah tells of the Messiah’s coming, among 

other things, “to comfort all who mourn, to grant those who mourn in Zion, giving them a garland instead of ashes, 

the oil of gladness instead of mourning” (Isa. 61:2-3). David was comforted by the rod and staff of his divine 

Shepherd (Ps. 23:4).  

  

As our mourning rises to the throne of God, His unsurpassed and matchless comfort descends from Him by Christ to 

us. Ours is the “God of all comfort” (2 Cor. 1:3), who is always ready to meet our need, admonishing, sympathizing, 

encouraging, and strengthening. God is a God of comfort, Christ is a Christ of comfort, and the Holy Spirit is a Spirit 

of comfort. As believers we have the comfort of the entire Trinity!  

  
Shall be does not refer to the end of our lives or the end of the age. Like all other blessings of God, it will be 

completed only when we see our Lord face-to-face. In the eternal heavenly state God “shall wipe away every tear 

from their eyes; and there shall no longer be any death; there shall no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain” 

(Rev. 21:4).  

  

But the comfort of Matthew 5:4 is future only in the sense that the blessing comes after the obedience; the comfort 

comes after the mourning. As we continually mourn over our sin, we shall be continually comforted—now, in this 

present life. God is not only the God of future comfort but of present comfort. “God our Father” already has “given 

us eternal comfort and good hope by grace” (2 Thess. 2:16).  

  

Even God’s written Word is a present comforter, given for our encouragement and hope (Rom. 15:4). And as God 

Himself gives us comfort and His Word gives us comfort, we are called to comfort each other with the promises of 

His Word (1 Thess. 4:18; cf. 2 Cor. 1:6; 7:13; 13:11; etc.).  

  

Happiness comes to sad people because their godly sadness leads to God’s comfort. “Come to Me, all who are weary 

and heavy-laden,” Jesus says, “and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). He will lift the burden from those who mourn 

over sin, and He will give rest to those who are weary of sin. As often as we confess our sin, He is faithful to forgive, 

and for as long as we mourn over sin He is faithful to comfort. 
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How to Mourn 
What does true mourning over sin involve? How can we become godly mourners? 

  

ELIMINATE HINDRANCES 
The first step requires removing the hindrances that keep us from mourning, the things that make us content with 

ourselves, that make us resist God’s Spirit and question His Word, and that harden our hearts. A stony heart does not 

mourn. It is insensitive to God, and His plow of grace cannot break it up. It only stores up wrath till the day of wrath. 

  

Love of sin is the primary hindrance to mourning. Holding on to sin will freeze and petrify a heart. Despair hinders 

mourning because despair is giving up on God, refusing to believe that He can save and help. Despair is putting 

ourselves outside God’s grace. Of such people Jeremiah writes, “They will say, ‘It’s hopeless! For we are going to 

follow our own plans, and each of us will act according to the stubbornness of his evil heart’” (Jer. 18:12). The one 

who despairs believes he is destined to sin. Because he believes God has given up on him, he gives up on God. 

Despair excuses sin by choosing to believe that there is no choice. Despair hides God’s mercy behind a self-made 

cloud of doubt. 

  

Another hindrance is conceit, which tries to hide the sin itself, choosing to believe that there is nothing over which to 

mourn. It is the spiritual counterpart of a doctor treating a cancer as if it were a cold. If it was necessary for Jesus 

Christ to shed His blood on the cross to save us from our sin, our sin must be great indeed! 

  

Presumption hinders mourning because it is really a form of pride. It recognizes the need for grace, but not much 

grace. It is satisfied with cheap grace, expecting God to forgive little because it sees little to be forgiven. Sins are bad, 

but not bad enough to be confessed, repented of, and forsaken. Yet the Lord declared through Isaiah, “Let the wicked 

forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return to the Lord, and He will have compassion 

on him; and to our God, for He will abundantly pardon” (Isa. 55:7). No pardon is offered to the unrepentant, 

presumptuous person who refuses to forsake his sin. The gospel that teaches otherwise has always been popular, as it 

clearly is in our own day; but it is a false gospel, “a different gospel” (Gal. 1:6), a distortion and contradiction of the 

gospel of Scripture. 

  

Procrastination hinders godly mourning simply by putting it off. It says, “One of these days, when things are just 

right, I’ll take a hard look at my sins, confess them, and ask God’s forgiveness and cleansing.” But procrastination is 

foolish and dangerous, because we “do not know what [our] life will be like tomorrow [We] are just a vapor that 

appears for a little while and then vanishes away” (James 4:14). The sooner the disease of sin is dealt with the sooner 

comfort will come. If it is not dealt with, we have no assurance that comfort will ever come, because we have no 

assurance we will have time to confess it later. 

  

The most important step we can take in getting rid of hindrances to mourning, whatever they are, is to look at the 

holiness of God and the great sacrifice of sin-bearing at the cross. If seeing Christ die for our sins does not thaw a 

cold heart or break up a hardened heart, it is beyond melting or breaking. In her poem “Good Friday,” Christina 

Rossetti gives these moving lines: 

Am I a stone and not a sheep, That I can stand, O Christ, beneath Thy cross, To number drop by drop Thy 

Blood’s slow loss And yet not weep? 

Not so those women loved Who with exceeding grief lamented Thee; Not so fallen Peter weeping bitterly; 

Not so the thief was moved; Not so the Sun and Moon Which hid their faces in a starless sky. 

A horror of great darkness at broad noon— I, only I. Yet give not oe’r But seek Thy sheep, true Shepherd of 

the flock; Greater than Moses, turn and look once more And smite a rock. 

  

STUDY GOD’S WORD 
The second step toward godly mourning is to study sin in Scripture, to learn what an evil and repulsive thing it is to 

God and what a destructive and damning thing it is to us. We should learn from David to keep our sin ever before us 

(Ps. 51:3) and from Isaiah to say, “Woe is me, for I am ruined! Because I am a man of unclean lips” (Isa. 6:5). We 

should learn from Peter to say, “I am a sinful man” (Luke 5:8) and from Paul to confess that we are the chief of 
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sinners (1 Tim. 1:15). As we hear those great men of God talking about their sin, we are forced to face the reality and 

the depth of our own. 

  

Sin tramples on God’s laws, makes light of His love, grieves His Spirit, spurns His forgiveness and blessing, and in 

every way resists His grace. Sin makes us weak and makes us impure. It robs us of comfort and, much more 

importantly, robs God of glory. 

  

PRAY 
The third step toward godly mourning is to pray for contriteness of heart, which only God can give and which He 

never refuses to give those who ask. It must always be recognized that humility depends on the working of the Lord. 

The way to godly mourning lies not in pre-salvation human works, but in God’s saving grace. 

  

How to Know if We Are Mourning as Christ Commands 
Knowing whether or not we have godly mourning is not difficult. First, we need to ask ourselves if we are sensitive 

to sin. If we laugh at it, take it lightly, or enjoy it, we can he sure we are not mourning over it and are outside the 

sphere of God’s blessing. 

  

The mock righteousness of hypocrites who make every effort to appear holy on the outside (see Matt. 6:1-18) has no 

sensitivity to sin, only sensitivity to personal prestige and reputation. Nor does the mock gratitude of those who thank 

God they are better than other people (Luke 18:11). Saul regretted that he had disobeyed God by not slaying King 

Agag and by sparing the best of the Amalekite animals. But he was not repentant; he did not mourn over his sin. He 

instead tried to excuse his actions by claiming that the animals were spared so that they could be sacrificed to God 

and that the people made him do what he did. He twice admitted that he had sinned, and even asked Samuel for 

pardon. But his real concern was not for the Lord’s honor but for his own. “I have sinned; but please honor me now 

before the elders of my people and before Israel” (1 Sam. 15:30). Saul had ungodly regret, not godly mourning. 

  

The godly mourner will have true sorrow for his sins. His first concern is for the harm his sin does to God’s glory, 

not the harm its exposure might bring to his own reputation or welfare. 

  

If our mourning is godly we will grieve for the sins of fellow believers and for the sins of the world. We will cry with 

the psalmist, “My eyes shed streams of water, because they do not keep Thy law” (Ps. 119:136). We will wish with 

Jeremiah that our heads were fountains of water that we could have enough tears for weeping (Jer. 9:1; cf. Lam. 

1:16). With Ezekiel we will search out faithful believers “who sigh and groan over all the abominations which are 

being committed” around us (Ezek. 9:4; cf. Ps. 69:9). We will look out over the community where we live and weep, 

as Jesus looked out over Jerusalem and wept (Luke 19:41). 

  

The second way to determine if we have genuine mourning over sin is to check our sense of God’s forgiveness. Have 

we experienced the release and freedom of knowing our sins are forgiven? Do we have His peace and joy in our life? 

Can we point to true happiness He has given in response to our mourning? Do we have the divine comfort He 

promises to those who have forgiven, cleansed, and purified lives? 

  

The godly mourners “who sow in tears shall reap with joyful shouting. He who goes to and fro weeping, carrying his 

bag of seed, shall indeed come again with a shout of joy, bringing his sheaves with him” (Ps. 126:5-6). 

  

(5:4) Mourn (penthountes): to have a broken heart. It is the strongest word possible for mourning. It is like the deep 

mourning and wailing that occurs over the death of a loved one. It is sorrow—a desperate, helpless sorrow. It is a 

sorrow for sin, a broken heart over evil and suffering. It is a brokenness of self that comes from seeing Christ on the 

cross and realizing that our sins put Him there (cp. James 4:9). Note several significant facts. 

     1.   Who is it that mourns? Who is it so full of grief that he cries and weeps and utters groanings deep from 

within? There are three persons who mourn and utter such groanings. 

a.  The person who is desperately sorry for his sins and unworthiness before God. He has such a sense of sin 

that his heart is just broken. 
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b.  The person who really feels the desperate plight and terrible suffering of others. The tragedies, the 

problems, the sinful behavior of others—the state, the condition, the lostness of the world—all weigh ever 

so heavily upon the heart of the mourner. 

c.  The person who experiences personal tragedy and intense trauma. 

     2.   Men are to mourn over their sins. This leads to confession and humility before God and results in being lifted 

up (James 4:8-10). 

     3.   The person who mourns is comforted by Christ Himself. Christ was called the “man of sorrows” and was 

acquainted with grief (Isaiah 53:3). He is able to succor and to draw a person ever so close and to comfort and 

strengthen him beyond imagination (Hebrews 2:18; Hebrews 4:15-16). 

     4.   There is a godly sorrow, but there is also a worldly sorrow. There is also a self-centered sorrow. 

  

(Matthew 23:14 NASB) ""Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you devour widows' houses, even 

while for a pretense you make long prayers; therefore you shall receive greater condemnation." 

 

While this verse is not in some manuscripts of Matthew, it is found in Mark 12:40 and Luke 20:47. Instead of 

mourning over their own sins, and mourning with needy widows, the Pharisees took advantage of people in order to 

rob them.  

 

(23:14) Widows—Religionists: false religoinists use the guise of religion for greed and covetousness, especially to 

steal from widows. This is a gross sin and it is common. There are some persons—preachers, leaders and professing 

hypocrites—who court the attention and favor of people, especially widows, for the purpose of securing or getting 

their money. They seek large donations, endowments, trusts, investments, and gifts to promote themselves or their 

institution. And the great tragedy is this: such false and hypocritical hearts use the guise of religion to promote 

themselves and their false ideas. Their call to people is to institutional religion, not to the honor of God. Of course, 

vain men are succeptible to such appeals, but widows in particular are exposed to those who seem to be so devoted to 

God. 

  

Note: Christ said that the damnation of these shall be greater. There are some sins more horrible than others. Using 

religion for selfish ends is one of them. This sin will receive a greater damnation. Another fact should be noted here: 

widows hold a special place in God’s heart. He has always instructed His people to care for widows in a very special 

way. 

  
Stealing from widows (and widowers) is one of the most serious sins that can be committed. It will receive “the 

greater damnation,” yet it is done every day, even by religious persons. It happens like this: a man covets 

something—to have his ideas spread through the media, or his institution strengthened and enlarged, or his pockets 

filled. Therefore, the man begins to court people who have money, especially widows. He seeks either donations and 

investments or to become trustee of their estates.  

  

The sin is twofold. 

1) The money sought is not for the honor of God, but for the promotion of oneself or one’s institution. 

2) The guise of religion—being a religious person, organization, or institution—is used to secure the money. 

  

There is one question that needs to be asked with an open heart by every man in every generation: Can the godly 

concern for the lost and starving masses of the world and the huge ornate buildings and homes and bank accounts of 

Christians be from the same God? 

  

The point is this: a man’s motives must be pure. He must seek only the honor of God and the salvation and 

strengthening of people. Two specific things must be done. 

1) Whatever money a man seeks, especially from widows, must be carefully used for God and for people in need, not 

for oneself nor for institutional religion. 

  

2) Every single believer must deny himself totally. He must give and give, and he must work in order to have enough 

to give to others (Ephes. 4:28). He must always be in a state and condition of sacrificing. He must never store up. 
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Storing up can reap only one benefit: to be called rich and to feel materially secure. The fallacy of this is that true 

security can come only from God (Matthew 6:25-34; 1 John 5:11-15). 

 

Meek inherit the earth—proud send souls to hell 
(Matthew 5:5 NASB) ""Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth." 

 

(Matthew 23:15 NASB) ""Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you travel about on sea and land to 

make one proselyte; and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as yourselves." 

  

Like the first two beatitudes, this one must have been shocking and perplexing to Jesus’ hearers. He taught principles 

that were totally foreign to their thinking. 

  

Jesus’ audience knew how to act spiritually proud and spiritually self-sufficient. They were proficient in erecting a 

pious facade. They actually believed that the Messiah was coming soon and would commend them for their 

goodness. He would, at last, give the Jewish people their rightful place in the world—a position above all other 

people, because they were the chosen of God. 

  

They eagerly anticipated that the Messiah would deal gently with them and harshly with their oppressors, who for 

nearly a hundred years had been the Romans. After the Maccabean revolution that freed them from Greece, the Jews 

had a brief time of independence. But Rome’s rule, though not as cruel and destructive, was much more powerful 

than that of Greece. Since 63 B.C., when Pompey annexed Palestine to Rome, the region had been ruled primarily by 

puppet kings of the Herodian family and by Roman governors, or procurators, the best known of which to us was 

Pilate. 

  

The Jews so despised Roman oppression that sometimes they even refused to admit it existed. One day as He taught 

on the Mount of Olives, Jesus had one of His strongest exchanges with the Pharisees. When He said “to those Jews 

who had believed Him, ‘If you abide in My word, then you are truly disciples of Mine; and you shall know the truth, 

and the truth shall make you free,’” the Pharisees’ response was strange. “We are Abraham’s offspring,” they said, 

“and have never yet been enslaved to anyone; how is it that You say, ‘You shall become free?’” (John 8:31-33).  

  

The fact was, of course, that Israel’s history was one of repeated conquest and oppression—by Egypt, Assyria, the 

Medes and Persians, the Greeks, and, at that very time, Rome. Apparently pride would not allow those Pharisees to 

acknowledge one of the most obvious facts of their nation’s history and of their present situation. 

  

All Jews hoped for deliverance of some sort, by some means. Many were expecting deliverance to come through the 

Messiah. God had directly promised the godly Simeon “that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s 

Christ,” that is, the Messiah (Luke 2:26). Simeon’s expectation was fulfilled when he was given the privilege of 

seeing the true Messiah as an infant. Others, however, such as the Pharisees, expected the Messiah to come with great 

fanfare and a mighty show of supernatural power.  

  

They assumed He would miraculously throw off the yoke of Rome and establish a Jewish state, a revived theocracy 

and holy commonwealth that would rule the world. Others, such as the materialistic Sadducees, hoped for change 

through political compromise, for which they were despised by many fellow Jews. The monastic Essenes, isolated 

both physically and philosophically from the rest of Judaism, lived largely as if Rome and the rest of the world did 

not exist. 

  

The Zealots, as their name implies, were the most vocal and active proponents of deliverance. Many of them 

expected the Messiah to come as a powerful, irresistible military leader who would conquer Rome in the same way 

that Rome had conquered them. They were not, however, waiting passively for their Deliverer, but were determined 

that, whenever and however He might come, they would do their part to make His job easier. Their numbers, 

influence, and power continued to grow until Rome brutally attempted to crush Jewish resistance.  
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In A.D. 70 Titus totally destroyed Jerusalem and massacred over a million Jews. Three years later Flavius Silva 

finally succeeded in his long siege against the stronghold at Masada. When Jewish rebelliousness continued to 

frustrate Rome, Hadrian swept through Palestine during the years 132-35 and systematically destroyed most of the 

cities and slaughtered the Jews living there. 

  

In Jesus’ day the aggressive, rebellious Zealots were not many in number, but they had the sympathy and moral 

support of many of the people, who wanted Rome to be overthrown, however it was done. 

  

Consequently, in whatever way various groups of people expected the Messiah to come, they did not anticipate His 

coming humbly and meekly. Yet those were the very attitudes that Jesus, the one whom John the Baptist had 

announced as the Messiah, was both teaching and practicing. The idea of a meek Messiah leading meek people was 

far from any of their concepts of the messianic kingdom. The Jews understood military power and miracle power. 

They even understood the power of compromise, unpopular as it was. But they did not understand the power of 

meekness. 

  

The people as a whole eventually rejected Jesus because He did not fulfill their messianic expectations. He even 

preached against the means in which they had put their hope. They first rejected, then hated, and finally killed Him 

because, instead of approving their religion He condemned it, and instead of leading them to independence from 

Rome He disdained revolutionary acts and offered a way of even greater subservience. 

  

In their minds Jesus could not possibly he the Messiah, and the final evidence was His crucifixion. The Old 

Testament taught that anyone hanged on a tree was “accursed of God” (Deut. 21:23), yet that is exactly where Jesus’ 

life ended—ignominiously on a cross, and a Roman cross at that. As He hung dying, some of the Jewish leaders 

could not resist a last taunt against His claim to be Savior and Messiah: “He saved others; He cannot save Himself. 

He is the King of Israel; let Him now come down from the cross, and we shall believe in Him. He trusts in God; let 

Him deliver Him now, if He takes pleasure in Him; for He said, ‘I am the Son of God’” (Matt. 27:42-43). 

  

In the early days of apostolic preaching, the death and resurrection of Christ were the greatest hindrances to belief in 

the gospel. The ideas were foolishness to Gentiles and a stumbling block to Jews (1 Cor. 1:23). The gospel was 

foolishness to those Gentiles who considered the body to be inherently evil and thought it absurd that the Savior of 

the world not only would allow Himself to be killed but would come back from the dead in bodily form. To the Jews 

the gospel was a stumbling block because the idea of the Messiah dying at all, much less on a cross, was unthinkable. 

How could a Messiah who taught for a few years, accomplished absolutely nothing as far as anyone could see, and 

then was rejected by the religious teachers and put to death he worth believing in? (cf. Acts 3:17-18). 

  

But rejection of Jesus started long before His crucifixion. When He began the Sermon on the Mount by teaching 

humility, mourning, and meekness, the people sensed something was wrong. This strange preacher could hardly be 

the deliverer they were looking for. Great causes are fought by the proud, not the humble. You cannot win victories 

while mourning, and you certainly could never conquer Rome with meekness. In spite of all the miracles of His 

ministry, the people never really believed in Him as the Messiah, because He failed to act in military or miracle 

power against Rome. 

  

The Jews were not looking for the Messiah that God had told them was coming. They disregarded such parts of His 

Word as Isaiah 40-60, which so clearly and vividly portrays the Messiah as the Suffering Servant as well as the 

conquering Lord. They could not accept the idea that such descriptions as, “He has no stately form or majesty… He 

was despised and forsaken of men… He was oppressed and He was afflicted… like a lamb that is led to slaughter… 

that He was cut off out of the land of the living,” and “His grave was assigned with wicked men” (Isa. 53:2-3, 7-9) 

could apply to the Messiah, to the coming great deliverer of the Jews. 

  

Jesus’ teaching seemed new and unacceptable to most of His hearers simply because the Old Testament was so 

greatly neglected and misinterpreted. They did not recognize the humble and self-denying Jesus as the Messiah 

because they did not recognize God’s predicted Suffering Servant as the Messiah. That was not the kind of Messiah 

they wanted.  
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The Meaning of Meekness  
Gentle is from praos, which basically means mild or soft. The term sometimes was used to describe a soothing 

medicine or a soft breeze. It was used of colts and other animals whose naturally wild spirits were broken by a trainer 

so that they could do useful work. As a human attitude it meant being gentle of spirit, meek, submissive, quiet, 

tenderhearted. During His triumphal entry into Jerusalem, Jesus was hailed as the coming King, though He was 

“gentle, and mounted on a donkey” (Matt. 21:5). Paul lovingly referred to the “meekness and gentleness of Christ” (2 

Cor. 10:1) as the pattern for his own attitude.  

  

The essential difference between being poor in spirit and being meek, or gentle, may be that poverty in spirit focuses 

on our sinfulness, whereas meekness focuses on God’s holiness. The basic attitude of humility underlies both virtues. 

When we look honestly at ourselves, we are made humble by seeing how sinful and unworthy we are; when we look 

at God, we are made humble by seeing how righteous and worthy He is.  

  

We again can see logical sequence and progression in the Beatitudes. Poverty of spirit (the first) is negative, and 

results in mourning (the second). Meekness (the third) is positive, and results in seeking righteousness (the fourth). 

Being poor in spirit causes us to turn away from ourselves in mourning, and meekness causes us to turn toward God 

in seeking His righteousness.  

  

The blessings of the Beatitudes are for those who are realistic about their sinfulness, who are repentant of their sins, 

and who are responsive to God in His righteousness. Those who are unblessed, unhappy, and shut out of the kingdom 

are the proud, the arrogant, the unrepentant—the self-sufficient and self-righteous who see in themselves no 

unworthiness and feel no need for God’s help and God’s righteousness.  

  

Most of Jesus’ hearers, like fallen men throughout history, were concerned about justifying their own ways, 

defending their own rights, and serving their own ends. The way of meekness was not their way, and therefore the 

true kingdom was not their kingdom. The proud Pharisees wanted a miraculous kingdom, the proud Sadducees 

wanted a materialistic kingdom, the proud Essenes wanted a monastic kingdom, and the proud Zealots wanted a 

military kingdom. The humble Jesus offered a meek kingdom.  

  

Meekness has always been God’s way for man. It is the way of the Old Testament. In the book of Job we are told that 

God “sets on high those who are lowly, and those who mourn are lifted to safety” (5:11). Moses, the Jews’ great 

deliverer and law-giver, “was very humble, more than any man who was on the face of the earth” (Num. 12:3). The 

Jews’ great King David, their supreme military hero, wrote, “He [the Lord] leads the humble in justice, and He 

teaches the humble His way” (Ps. 25:9).  

  

Meekness is the way of the New Testament. It is taught by Jesus in the Beatitudes as well as elsewhere and is 

continued to be taught by the apostles. Paul entreated the Ephesians to “walk in a manner worthy of the calling with 

which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, showing forbearance to one another in 

love” (Eph. 4:1-2). He told the Colossians to “put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and 

patience” (Col. 3:12). He told Titus to remind those under his leadership “to be subject to rulers, to authorities, to be 

obedient, to be ready for every good deed, to malign no one, to be uncontentious, gentle, showing every 

consideration for all men” (Titus 3:1-2).  

  

Meekness does not connote weakness. The word was used in much extrabiblical literature to refer to the breaking of 

an animal. Meekness means power put under control. A person without meekness is “like a city that is broken into 

and without walls” (Prov. 25:28). “He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he who rules his spirit, than 

he who captures a city” (Prov. 16:32). An unbroken colt is useless; medicine that is too strong will harm rather than 

cure; a wind out of control destroys. Emotion out of control also destroys, and has no place in God’s kingdom. 

Meekness uses its resources appropriately.  

  

Meekness is the opposite of violence and vengeance. The meek person, for example, accepts joyfully the seizing of 

his property, knowing that he has infinitely better and more permanent possessions awaiting him in heaven (Heb. 
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10:34). The meek person has died to self, and he therefore does not worry about injury to himself, or about loss, 

insult, or abuse. The meek person does not defend himself, first of all because that is His Lord’s command and 

example, and second because he knows that he does not deserve defending. Being poor in spirit and having mourned 

over his great sinfulness, the gentle person stands humbly before God, knowing he has nothing to commend himself.  

  

Meekness is not cowardice or emotional flabbiness. It is not lack of conviction nor mere human niceness. But its 

courage, its strength, its conviction, and its pleasantness come from God, not from self. The spirit of meekness is the 

spirit of Christ, who defended the glory of His Father, but gave Himself in sacrifice for others. Leaving an example 

for us to follow He “committed no sin, nor was any deceit found in His mouth; and while being reviled, He did not 

revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously” (1 

Pet. 2:21-23).  

  

Though He was sinless, and therefore never deserved criticism or abuse, Jesus did not resist slander or repay injustice 

or threaten His tormentors. The only human being who did no wrong, the One who always had a perfect defense, 

never defended Himself.  

  

When His Father’s house was profaned by moneychangers and sacrifice sellers, “He made a scourge of cords, and 

drove them all out of the temple, with the sheep and the oxen; and He poured out the coins of the moneychangers, 

and overturned their tables” (John 2:14-15). Jesus scathingly and repeatedly denounced the hypocritical and wicked 

religious leaders; He twice cleansed the Temple by force; and He fearlessly uttered divine judgment on those who 

forsook and corrupted God’s Word.  

  

But Jesus did not once raise a finger or give a single retort in His own defense. Though at any time He could have 

called legions of angels to His side (Matt. 26:53), He refused to use either natural or supernatural power for His own 

welfare. Meekness is not weakness, but meekness does not use its power for its own defense or selfish purposes. 

Meekness is power completely surrendered to God’s control. 

  

The Manifestation of Meekness 
The best way to describe meekness is to illustrate it, to see it in action. Scripture abounds with instructive accounts of 

meekness. 

  

After God had called Abraham from Ur of the Chaldeans to the Promised Land and had made the marvelous 

unconditional covenant with him, a dispute about grazing lands arose between the servants of Abraham and those of 

his nephew Lot. All the land of Canaan had been promised to Abraham. He was God’s chosen man and the Father of 

God’s chosen people. Lot, on the other hand, was essentially a hanger-on, an in-law who was largely dependent on 

Abraham for his welfare and safety. Besides that, Abraham was Lot’s uncle and his elder. Yet Abraham willingly let 

Lot take whatever land he wanted, thus giving up his rights and prerogatives for the sake of his nephew, for the sake 

of harmony between their households, and for the sake of their testimony before “the Canaanite and the Perizzite 

[who] were dwelling then in the land” (Gen. 13:5-9). Those things were much more important to Abraham than 

standing up for his own rights. He had both the right and the power to do as he pleased in the matter, but in meekness 

he gladly waived his rights and laid aside his power. 

  

Joseph was abused by his jealous brothers and eventually sold into slavery. When, by God’s gracious plan, he came 

to be second only to Pharaoh in Egypt, he was in a position to take severe vengeance on his brothers. When they 

came to Egypt asking for grain for their starving families, Joseph could easily have refused and, in fact, could have 

put his brothers into more severe slavery than that into which they had sold him. Yet he had only forgiveness and 

love for them. When he finally revealed to them who he was, “he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard it, and the 

household of Pharaoh heard of it” (Gen. 45:2). Then he said to them, “Do not be grieved or angry with yourselves, 

because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life…. Now, therefore, it was not you who sent me 

here, but God” (vv. 5, 8). Later he told them, “Do not be afraid, for am I in God’s place? And as for you, you meant 

evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve many people alive” 

(50:19-20). In meekness Joseph understood that it was God’s place to judge and his to forgive and help. 
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Moses killed an Egyptian who was beating some Hebrew slaves; faced up to Pharaoh to demand the release of his 

people; and was so angry at the orgy that Aaron and the people were having around the golden calf that he smashed 

the first set of tablets of the Ten Commandments. Yet he was called “very humble, more than any man who was on 

the face of the earth” (Num. 12:3). Moses vented his anger against those who harmed and enslaved his people and 

who rebelled against God, but he did not vent his anger against those who abused him or demand personal rights and 

privileges. 

  

When God called him to lead Israel out of Egypt, Moses felt completely inadequate, and pleaded, “Who am I, that I 

should go to Pharaoh, and that I should bring the sons of Israel out of Egypt?” (Ex. 3:11). After God explained His 

plan for Moses to confront Pharaoh, Moses again pleaded, “Please, Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither recently 

nor in time past, nor since Thou hast spoken to Thy servant; for I am slow of speech and slow of tongue” (4:10). 

Moses would defend God before anyone, but he did not defend himself before God. 

  

David was chosen by God and anointed by Samuel to replace Saul as Israel’s king. But when, in the cave of Engedi, 

he had the opportunity to take Saul’s life, as Saul often had tried to take his, David refused to do so. He had such 

great respect for the king’s office, despite that particular king’s wickedness and abuse of him, that “David’s 

conscience bothered him because he had cut off the edge of Saul’s robe. So he said to his men, ‘Far be it from me 

because of the Lord that I should do this thing to my lord, the Lord’s anointed, to stretch out my hand against him, 

since he is the Lord’s anointed’” (1 Sam. 24:5-6). 

  

Many years later, after David’s rebellious son Absalom had routed his father from Jerusalem, a member of Saul’s 

family named Shimei cursed David and threw stones at him. When one of David’s soldiers wanted to cut off 

Shimei’s head, David prevented him, saying, “Behold, my son who came out from me seeks my life; how much more 

now this Benjamite? Let him alone and let him curse, for the Lord has told him. Perhaps the Lord will look on my 

affliction and return good to me instead of his cursing this day” (2 Sam. 16:5-12). 

  

By contrast, King Uzziah, who began to reign at the age of sixteen and who “did right in the sight of the Lord,” and 

“continued to seek God” (2 Chron. 26:4-5), became self-confident after the Lord gave him great victories over the 

Philistines, Ammonites, and other enemies. “When he became strong, his heart was so proud that he acted corruptly, 

and he was unfaithful to the Lord his God, for he entered the temple of the Lord to burn incense on the altar of 

incense” (v. 16). Uzziah thought he could do no wrong, and arrogantly performed a rite that he knew was restricted to 

the priests. He was so concerned with exalting himself and glorying in his greatness, that he disobeyed the God who 

had made him great and even profaned His Temple. As a consequence “King Uzziah was a leper to the day of his 

death; and he lived in a separate house, being a leper, for he was cut off from the house of the Lord” (v. 21). 

  

Of the many examples of meekness in the New Testament, the greatest other than Jesus Himself was Paul. He was by 

far the most educated of the apostles and the one, as far as we can tell, that God used most widely and effectively. 

Yet he refused to put any confidence in himself, “in the flesh” (Phil. 3:3). He knew that he could do all things, but 

only “through Him who strengthens me” (4:13). 

  

The Result of Meekness  
As with the other beatitudes, the general result of meekness is being blessed, being made divinely happy. God gives 

the meek His own joy and gladness.  

  

More specifically, however, the gentle… shall inherit the earth. Kleôronomeoô (to inherit) refers to the receiving 

of one’s allotted portion, one’s rightful inheritance. This beatitude is almost a direct quotation of Psalm 37:11—“But 

the humble will inherit the land.” For many generations faithful Jews had wondered, as God’s people today 

sometimes wonder, why the wicked and godless seem to prosper and the righteous and godly seem to suffer.  

  

Through David, God assured His people, “Yet a little while and the wicked man will be no more; and you will look 

carefully for his place, and he will not be there” (v. 10). The wicked person’s time of judgment was coming, as was 

the righteous person’s time of blessing. Our responsibility is to trust the Lord and obey His will. The settling of 
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accounts, whether in judgment or blessing, is in His hands and will be accomplished exactly in the right time and in 

the right way.  

  

Paul both warns and assures the Corinthians, saying, “So then let no one boast in men. For all things belong to you, 

whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or things present or things to come; all things belong 

to you, and you belong to Christ; and Christ belongs to God” (1 Cor. 3:21-23). Because we belong to Christ, our 

place in the kingdom is as secure as His.  

  

It is also certain “that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor. 6:9). One day the Lord will take 

the earth from the hands of the wicked and give it to His righteous people, whom He will use “to execute vengeance 

on the nations, and punishment on the peoples; to bind their kings with chains, and their nobles with fetters of iron; to 

execute on them the judgment written” (Ps. 149:7-9).  

  

Our inheritance of the earth is not entirely future, however. The promise of the future inheritance itself gives us hope 

and happiness now. And we are able to appreciate many things, even earthly things, in ways that only those who 

know and love the Creator can experience.  

  

In the beautiful words of Wade Robinson,  “Heav’n above is softer blue, Earth around is sweeter green; Something 

lives in ev’ry hue Christless eyes have never seen! Birds with gladder songs o’erflow Flow’rs with deeper beauties 

shine, Since I know; as now I know; I am His and He is mine.  

  

Nearly a century ago George MacDonald wrote, “We cannot see the world as God means it in the future, save as our 

souls are characterized by meekness. In meekness we are its only inheritors. Meekness alone makes the spiritual 

retina pure to receive God’s things as they are, mingling with them neither imperfection nor impurity.” 

  

The Necessity for Meekness 
Meekness is necessary first of all because it is required for salvation. Only the meek will inherit the earth, because 

only the meek belong to the King who will rule the future kingdom of the earth. “For the Lord takes delight in His 

people,” says the psalmist; “he crowns the humble with salvation” (Ps. 149:4, NIV). When the disciples asked Jesus 

who was the greatest in the kingdom, “He called a child to Himself and set him before them, and said, ‘Truly I say to 

you, unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever then 

humbles himself as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven’” (Matt. 18:2-4). 

  

Meekness is also necessary because it is commanded. “Seek the Lord, all you humble of the earth who have carried 

out His ordinances; seek righteousness, seek humility” (Zeph. 2:3). James commands believers, “Therefore putting 

aside all filthiness and all that remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted, which is able to save 

your souls” (James 1:21). Those who do not have a humble spirit are not able even to listen rightly to God’s Word, 

much less understand and receive it. 

  

Meekness is necessary because we cannot witness effectively without it. Peter says, “Sanctify Christ as Lord in your 

hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, 

yet with gentleness and reverence” (1 Pet. 3:15). Pride will always stand between our testimony and those to whom 

we testify. They will see us instead of the Lord, no matter how orthodox our theology or how refined our technique. 

  

Meekness is necessary because only meekness gives glory to God. Pride seeks its own glory, but meekness seeks 

God’s. Meekness is reflected in our attitude toward other children of God. Humility in relation to fellow Christians 

gives God glory. “Now may the God who gives perseverance and encouragement grant you to be of the same mind 

with one another according to Christ Jesus; that with one accord you may with one voice glorify the God and Father 

of our Lord Jesus Christ. Wherefore, accept one another, just as Christ also accepted us to the glory of God” (Rom. 

15:5-7). 

  

(5:5) Meek (praeis): to have a strong, but tender and humble,, life. It is a strong yet teachable spirit. It is not being 

weak, bowing or spineless. It is a man who is strong, very strong, yet he is humble and tender. It is a man with all the 
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emotions and ability to take and conquer, but he is able to control himself. It is discipline—a man disciplined because 

he is God-controlled. The opposite of meekness is arrogance or pride. In too many persons there is an aire of 

sufficiency and superiority. A meek person knows that he has needs and does not have all the answers. 

     1.   Who are the meek? 

a.  The person who is controlled, not undisciplined. The mind and body are disciplined, never let loose. 

Passion and urges, speech and behavior, sight and touch are always controlled. 

b.  The person who is humble, not prideful. 

               1)   He is humble before God. He knows his need for God and for God’s hand upon his life, his need to be 

saved and controlled by God. 

               2)   He is humble before men. He knows he is not the epitomy of mankind, nor the summit of knowledge 

among men. He does not have it all nor does he know it all. 

c.  The person who is gentle, not easily provoked. He is always in control when dealing with people: cool, 

even-tempered, able to show displeasure without reacting impulsively, able to answer softly.  

d.  The person who is forgiving, not revengeful. 

     2.   The meek person is a quiet person. He studies to be quiet. 

a.  He is quiet before God. He quietly surrenders to God, acknowledging his need without show or pomp, and 

he quietly goes before God daily, depending upon God for guidance and care. 

b.  He is quiet before men. He walks quietly before men, controlled in all things, in both speech and behavior. 

  

(Matthew 23:15 NASB) ""Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you travel about on sea and land to 

make one proselyte; and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as yourselves." 

 

A proselyte is a convert to a cause. The Pharisees were out to win others to their legalistic system, yet they could not 

introduce these people to the living God. Instead of saving souls, the Pharisees were condemning 

souls! 

 

A "child of hell" is the equivalent of "child of the devil," which is what Jesus called the Pharisees (Matt. 12:34; 

23:33; John 8:44). A "child of the devil" is a person who has rejected God’s way of salvation (righteousness through 

faith in Christ).  

 

This person parades his own self-righteousness through whatever religious system he belongs to. The convert usually 

shows more zeal than his leader, and this "double devotion" only produces double condemnation. How 

tragic that people can think they are going to heaven, when actually they are going to hell! 

 

False Leaders Are Cursed for Their Subversion  
Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you travel about on sea and land to make one  

proselyte; and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as yourselves. (23:15)  

  

Jesus cursed the scribes and Pharisees for their subversion of the people. They not only excluded them from the true 

faith but subverted them with false faith.  

  

In New Testament times a great effort was being made to convert Gentiles to Judaism. They worked aggressively, 

traveling about on sea and land to make one proselyte. The word proselyte had the basic meaning of a person who 

has arrived, and came to be commonly used of an outsider who was brought into a religion.  

  

Had that Jewish effort been made in the right way and for the right reasons, it would have been commendable, 

because Israel had been called to be God’s channel for reaching the world for Himself. In His covenant with 

Abraham the Lord promised that through him and his descendants “all the families of the earth shall be blessed” 

(Gen. 12:3). In the covenant at Sinai the Lord set Israel apart as a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6), 

who, like her Messiah, was meant to be a light to the nations (Isa. 49:6).  

  

But for most of her history, Israel aspired to do anything but bring Gentiles to God. Like Jonah, they loathed the idea 

of pagans repenting, being saved, and thereby gaining the same standing before God that they enjoyed. By his own 
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admission, it was for the purpose of forestalling, and no doubt if possible preventing, the repentance and forgiveness 

of Nineveh that Jonah tried to flee to Tarshish (Jonah 4:2).  

  

By the time Jesus began preaching, however, a different spirit had arisen among some of the Jews, and they were 

zealously trying to win converts. As the result of those efforts, many synagogues had regular Gentile worshipers who 

had turned from paganism. Partly because Jews had such an unsavory reputation for exclusiveness and bigotry. 

Gentile proselytes were not easy to make, and when one of them converted he was considered something of a prize.  

  

There were two kinds of proselytes in the synagogues. One was called “a proselyte of the gate,” a Gentile who only 

attended the services. He now worshiped the true God, but he had not committed himself to full ritualistic and 

legalistic Judaism. Such proselytes are referred to in the book of Acts as a person who was devout (10:2, 7; 13:50), as 

“God-fearing” (10:2, 22, 35; 17:4, 17), or as “a worshiper of God” (16:14; 18:7).  

  

The other kind was referred to as “a proselyte of righteousness,” so called because he became as religiously Jewish as 

a Gentile could become. They participated in all the ceremonies, rituals, and feasts; they observed all the cleansing 

and other rites, both biblical and traditional; and if males, they were circumcised. Those converts were even given 

Jewish names in order to separate them as much as possible from their pagan past. Contrary to their popular 

appellation, however, they became anything but righteous. Like the scribes and Pharisees who instructed them, they 

became paragons of self-righteousness.  

  

For obvious reasons there were many more proselytes of the gate than proselytes of righteousness. It was the latter 

kind in which the scribes and Pharisees delighted, and it was considered a great achievement to initiate a Gentile into 

all their legalistic practices.  

  

As is often the case with new converts, including true converts to Christ, many of the proselytes of righteousness 

became extremely zealous for their new faith, some of them even more zealous than those who converted them. But 

because they were brought into a false religious system that had replaced biblical Judaism, such a proselyte became 

twice as much a son of hell as the scribes and Pharisees themselves. They sometimes surpassed their mentors in 

fanatical zeal, but because their zeal was not godly it simply led them more certainly to hell.  

  
Of hell translates a Greek genitive that refers to belonging to or being characterized by Son of hell referred to a 

person who was especially characterized by hellishness. Twice… a son hell would be person who was doubly hellish 

and doubly damned.  

  
Hell is from geenna, derived from the name of a valley just outside Jerusalem called Hinnom where refuse was 

burned. It was considered an accursed place because it was the site where ancient worshipers of the pagan deity 

Moloch offered their children as live burnt sacrifices, a hideous practice taken up even by some Israelites (see 2 

Chron. 28:3; Jer. 7:31). When King Josiah declared the place unclean (2 Kings 23:10), it became a garbage dump, 

and because flames and smoke arose from the valley continually it also became a vivid picture of the eternal fires of 

hell.  

  

How grateful every believer should be that at some time in His life he was confronted by a spiritual door-opener 

rather than a spiritual door-closer, someone who shows the way to the kingdom rather than shuts people out of it. 

And how grateful every believer should be who has the opportunity to hear and study the Word of God in truth. Even 

a dull presentation of the true gospel is immeasurably superior to the most exciting presentation of a false gospel that 

damns to hell.  

  

As a citizen of God’s kingdom, every believer ought to be one who opens the door of the kingdom to others. All 

saints have the keys of the kingdom, which is the saving gospel of Jesus Christ (Matt. 16:19), and every false teacher 

takes away the key of knowledge that leads to the kingdom (Luke 11:52). When Christians are confronted by a 

representative of a false cult, sect, or religion, they should offer to explain the way of salvation in Christ to him, 

hoping to snatch him out of the fire, as it were (Jude 23). But they should not debate theology or the merits of various 
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sacred writings or interpretations of the Bible, thereby “casting pearls before swine,” but firmly denounce the 

teachings of that group as ungodly and damning—just as their Lord did with the scribes and Pharisees. 

  
(23:15) Evangelism—Proselytes: false religionists are missionaries who double the corruption of new followers. 

Note that Christ said two significant things. 

     1.   False religionists seek converts. 

     2.   False religionists are very zealous in evangelism; they brave the world to make a single convert. 

  

But there were problems with the zeal of these false religionists, and the problems were serious. 

     1.   They were missionaries of a false religion. They were not reaching people for God, but for a man-made 

religion. They were not bringing people to a personal relationship with God but to their own ideas of religion. 

     2.   They were doubling the damnation of these converts. The primary people they went after were the God-

fearing and devout people who had already shown interest in religion (Judaism). Some of these people were so 

pleased with what Judaism offered them that when one really became a convert, he became extremely zealous for 

Judaism. He was so indoctrinated that he was made into a fanatic, more devoted than many of the Jews themselves. 

Thus the false teachers caused these converts to heap damnation upon themselves. 

  

One of the strongest lessons to be learned from the Scribes and Pharisees is zeal in evangelism. 

1)   They had a willingness to go. They who held to a false religion were so willing to go. Why are we, who 

know the truth, so unwilling to go? Where is our zeal to reach people? 

2)   They were willing to go anyplace. They travelled worldwide to reach just one convert. Where is our 

willingness to go as missionaries? As witnesses? Where is our willingness to go even around the corner? 

The Pharisees should also cause us to search and evaluate our hearts and our religion. Are we teaching the truth? Are 

we adding to or taking away from God’s revelation, that is, from His Word? Are we actually doing just what God has 

called us to do: to live and work as servants and messengers of God and not as lords of religion and saviors of the 

world? 

  

Hungering for holiness—greedy for gain  

(Matthew 5:6 NASB) ""Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied." 

 

(Matthew 23:16-22 NASB) ""Woe to you, blind guides, who say, 'Whoever swears by the temple, that is nothing; but 

whoever swears by the gold of the temple, he is obligated.' {17} "You fools and blind men; which is more important, 

the gold, or the temple that sanctified the gold? {18} "And, 'Whoever swears by the altar, that is nothing, but 

whoever swears by the offering upon it, he is obligated.' {19} "You blind men, which is more important, the offering 

or the altar that sanctifies the offering? {20} "Therefore he who swears by the altar, swears both by the altar and by 

everything on it. {21} "And he ho swears by the temple, swears both by the temple and by Him who dwells within it. 

{22} "And he who swears by heaven, swears both by the throne of God and by Him who sits upon it." 

 

This beatitude speaks of strong desire, of driving pursuit, of a passionate force inside the soul. It has to do with 

ambition—ambition of the right sort—whose object is to honor, obey, and glorify God by partaking of His 

righteousness. This holy ambition is in great contrast to the common ambitions of men to gratify their own lusts, 

accomplish their own goals, and satisfy their own egos. 

  

As no other creature, Lucifer basked in the splendor and radiance of God’s glory. The name Lucifer means “star of 

the morning” or, more literally, “the bright one.” But he was not satisfied with living in God’s glory, and he said in 

his heart, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God, and I will sit on the mount of 

assembly in the recesses of the north. I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most 

High” (Isa. 14:13-14).  

  

His ambition was not to reflect God’s glory but to usurp God’s sovereign power—while forsaking righteousness. 

Therefore when Satan declared his intention to make himself like the Most High, the Most High responded by 

declaring to His adversary, “You will be thrust down to Sheol, to the recesses of the pit” (v. 15). 
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As king of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar ruled over the greatest of all world empires. One day as he walked on the roof 

of the royal palace of Babylon, “the king reflected and said, ‘Is this not Babylon the great, which I myself have built 

as a royal residence by the might of my power and for the glory of my majesty?’” (Dan. 4:29-30).  

  

Nebuchadnezzar lusted after praise just as Lucifer lusted after power. God’s reaction was immediate: “While the 

word was in the king’s mouth, a voice came from heaven, saying, ‘King Nebuchadnezzar, to you it is declared: 

sovereignty has been removed from you, and you will be driven away from mankind, and your dwelling place will be 

with the beasts of the field. You will be given grass to eat like cattle, and seven periods of time will pass over you, 

until you recognize that the Most High is ruler over the realm of mankind, and bestows it on whomever He wishes’” 

(vv. 31-32). 

  

Jesus told a parable about a rich farmer whose crops were so abundant that he did not have enough space to store 

them. After planning to tear down his old barns and build bigger ones, he said, ‘“I will say to my soul, “Soul, you 

have many goods laid up for many years to come; take your ease, eat, drink and be merry.” ‘But God said to him, 

‘You fool! This very night your soul is required of you; and now who will own what you have prepared?’ So is the 

man who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God” (Luke 12:16-21). 

  

Lucifer hungered for power; Nebuchadnezzar hungered for praise; and the rich fool hungered for pleasure. Because 

they hungered for wrong things and rejected God’s good things, they forfeited both. 

  

Jesus declares that the deepest desire of every person ought to be to hunger and thirst for righteousness. That is the 

Spirit-prompted desire that will lead a person to salvation and keep him strong and faithful once he is in the kingdom. 

It is also the only ambition that, when fulfilled, brings enduring happiness. 

  

The American Declaration of Independence asserts that citizens have the right to the pursuit of happiness. The 

founding fathers did not presume to guarantee that all who pursue it would find it, because that is beyond the power 

of any government to provide. Each person is free to seek whatever kind of happiness he wants in the way he wants 

within the law. Sadly, most US citizens, like most people throughout all of history, have chosen to pursue the wrong 

kind of happiness in ways that provide no kind of happiness. 

  

Jesus says that the way to happiness, the way to being truly blessed, is the way of spiritual hunger and thirst. 

  

The Necessity for Spiritual Hunger 
Hunger and thirst represent the necessities of physical life. Jesus’ analogy demonstrates that righteousness is 

required for spiritual life just as food and water are required for physical life. Righteousness is not an optional 

spiritual supplement but a spiritual necessity. We can no more live spiritually without righteousness than we can live 

physically without food and water. 

  

Since the great famine in Egypt during the time of Joseph, and probably long before then, the world has been 

periodically plagued by famines. Rome experienced a famine in 436 B.C., which was so severe that thousands of 

people threw themselves into the Tiber River to drown rather than starve to death. Famine struck England in A.D. 

1005, and all of Europe suffered great famines in 879, 1016, and 1162. In our own century, despite the advances in 

agriculture, many parts of the world still experience periodic famines. In recent years Africa has seen some of the 

most devastating famines in the world’s history. In the last 100 years tens of millions throughout the world have died 

from starvation or from the many diseases that accompany severe malnutrition. 

  

A starving person has a single, all-consuming passion for food and water. Nothing else has the slightest attraction or 

appeal; nothing else can even get his attention. 

  

Those who are without God’s righteousness are starved for spiritual life. But tragically they do not have the natural 

desire for spiritual life that they do for physical. The tendency of fallen mankind is to turn to itself and to the world 

for meaning and life, just as ‘“a dog returns to its own vomit,’ and ‘a sow, after washing, returns to wallowing in the 

mire’” (2 Pet. 2:22; cf. Prov. 26:11). 
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The heart of every person in the world was created with a sense of inner emptiness and need. Yet apart from God’s 

revelation men do not recognize what the need is or know what will satisfy it. Like the prodigal son, they will eat 

pigs’ food, because they have nothing else. “Why,” God asks, “do you spend money for what is not bread, and your 

wages for what does not satisfy?” (Isa. 55:2). The reason is that men have forsaken God, “the fountain of living 

waters, to hew for themselves cisterns, broken cisterns, that can hold no water” (Jer. 2:13). Though God has created 

men with a need for Himself, they try to satisfy that need through lifeless gods of their own making. 

  

Again like the prodigal son, men are prone to take good things God has given—such as possessions, health, freedom, 

opportunities, and knowledge—and spend them on pleasure, power, popularity, fame, and every other form of self-

satisfaction. But unlike the prodigal, they are often content to stay in the far country, away from God and away from 

His blessings. 

  

People are warned not to “love the world, nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the 

Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of 

life, is not from the Father, but is from the world. And the world is passing away, and also its lusts; but the one who 

does the will of God abides forever” (1 John 2:15-17). 

  

Seeking satisfaction only in God and in His provision is a mark of those who come into His kingdom. Those who 

belong to the King hunger and thirst for the King’s righteousness. They desire sin to be replaced with virtue and 

disobedience to be replaced by obedience. They are eager to serve the Word and will of God. 

  

Jesus’ call to spiritual hunger and thirst also follows logically in the progression of the Beatitudes. The first three are 

essentially negative, commands to forsake evil things that are barriers to the kingdom. In poverty of spirit we turn 

away from self-seeking; in mourning we turn away from self-satisfaction; and in meekness we turn away from self-

serving. 

  

The first three beatitudes are also costly and painful. Becoming poor in spirit involves death to self. Mourning over 

sin involves facing up to our sinfulness. Becoming meek involves surrendering our power to God’s control. 

  

The fourth beatitude is more positive and is a consequence of the other three. When we put aside self, sins, and 

power and turn to the Lord, we are given a great desire for righteousness. The more we put aside what we have, the 

more we long for what God has. 

  

Martyn Lloyd-Jones says, “This Beatitude again follows logically from the previous ones; it is a statement to which 

all the others lead. It is the logical conclusion to which they come, and it is something for which we should all be 

profoundly thankful and grateful to God. I do not know of a better test that anyone can apply to himself or herself in 

this whole matter of the Christian profession than a verse like this. If this verse is to you one of the most blessed 

statements of the whole of Scripture, you can be quite certain you are a Christian. If it is not, then you had better 

examine the foundations again” (Studies in the Sermon on the Mount [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971], 1:73-74). 

  

The person who has no hunger and thirst for righteousness has no part in God’s kingdom. To have God’s life within 

us through the new birth in Jesus Christ is to desire more of His likeness within us by growing in righteousness. This 

is readily clear from David’s confession in Psalm 119:97, “O how I love Thy law” Paul echoes David’s passion for 

righteousness in Romans 7:22, where he testifies, “I joyfully concur with the law of God in the inner man.” The true 

believer desires to obey, even though he struggles with unredeemed flesh (cf. Rom. 8:23). 

  

The Meaning of Spiritual Hunger 
Most of us have never faced life-threatening hunger and thirst. We think of hunger as missing a meal or two in a row 

and of thirst as having to wait an hour on a hot day to get a cold drink. But the hunger and thirst of which Jesus 

speaks here is of a much more intense sort. 
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During the liberation of Palestine in World War I, a combined force of British, Australian, and New Zealand soldiers 

was closely pursuing the Turks as they retreated from the desert. As the allied troops moved northward past 

Beersheba they began to outdistance their water-carrying camel train. When the water ran out, their mouths got dry, 

their heads ached, and they became dizzy and faint. Eyes became bloodshot, lips swelled and turned purple, and 

mirages became common. They knew that if they did not make the wells of Sheriah by nightfall, thousands of them 

would die—as hundreds already had done. Literally fighting for their lives, they managed to drive the Turks from 

Sheriah. 

  

As water was distributed from the great stone cisterns, the more able-bodied were required to stand at attention and 

wait for the wounded and those who would take guard duty to drink first. It was four hours before the last man had 

his drink. During that time the men stood no more than twenty feet from thousands of gallons of water, to drink of 

which had been their consuming passion for many agonizing days. It is said that one of the officers who was present 

reported, “I believe that we all learned our first real Bible lesson on the march from Beersheba to Sheriah Wells. If 

such were our thirst for God, for righteousness and for His will in our lives, a consuming, all-embracing, 

preoccupying desire, how rich in the fruit of the Spirit would we be?” (E. M. Blaiklock, “Water,” Eternity (August 

1966), p. 27). 

  

That is the kind of hunger and thirst of which Jesus speaks in this beatitude. The strongest and deepest impulses in 

the natural realm are used to represent the depth of desire the called of God and redeemed have for righteousness. 

The present participle is used in each case and signifies continuous longing, continuous seeking. Those who truly 

come to Jesus Christ come hungering and thirsting for righteousness, and those who are in Him continue to know that 

deep longing for holiness. 

  

The parallel passage in Luke says, “Blessed are you who hunger now” (6:21). Desire for righteousness is to 

characterize our life now and in the rest of our earthly existence. 

  

When Moses was in the wilderness, God appeared to him in a burning bush. When he went back to Egypt to deliver 

his people, he saw God’s might and power in the miracles and the ten plagues. He saw God part the Dead Sea and 

swallow up their Egyptian pursuers. He saw God’s glory in the pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire which led Israel in 

the wilderness. He built a Tabernacle for God and saw the Lord’s glory shining over the Holy of Holies. Over and 

over Moses had sought and had seen God’s glory. “Thus the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, just as a man 

speaks to his friend” (Ex. 33:11). But Moses was never satisfied and always wanted to see more. He continued to 

plead, “I pray Thee, show Thy glory” (v. 18). 

  

Moses never had enough of the Lord. Yet from that dissatisfaction came satisfaction. Because of his continual 

longing for God, Moses found favor in His sight (v. 17), and God promised him, “I Myself will make all My 

goodness pass before you, and will proclaim the name of the Lord before you” (v. 19). 

  

David declared, “O God, Thou art my God,” but continued, “I shall seek Thee earnestly; my soul thirsts for Thee, my 

flesh yearns for Thee, in a dry and weary land where there is no water” (Ps. 63:1). 

  

Paul had great visions of God and great revelations from God, yet he was not satisfied. He had given up his own 

righteousness “derived from the law” and was growing in “the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of 

faith.” But still he longed to “know Him, and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, 

being conformed to His death” (Phil. 3:9-10). Peter expressed his own great desire and hunger when he counseled 

those to whom he wrote to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 3:18). 

  

John Darby wrote, “To be hungry is not enough; I must be really starving to know what is in God’s heart toward me. 

When the prodigal son was hungry, he went to feed on the husks, but when he was starving, he turned to his father.” 

That is the hunger of which the fourth beatitude speaks, the hunger for righteousness that only the Father can satisfy. 

  

Several years ago someone told me of a friend who had begun coming to a Bible study but soon gave it up, 

explaining that she wanted to be religious but did not want to make the commitment that Scripture demands. She had 



Page 107 of 154 

 

little hunger for the things of God. She wanted to pick and choose, to nibble at whatever suited her fancy—because 

basically she was satisfied with the way she was. In her own eyes she had enough, and thereby became one of the 

self-adjudged rich whom the Lord sends away empty-handed. It is only the hungry that He fills with good things 

(Luke 1:53). 

  

The Object of Spiritual Hunger 
As with the other beatitudes, the goal of hungering and thirsting for righteousness is twofold. For the unbeliever the 

goal is salvation; for the believer it is sanctification. 

  

FOR SALVATION 
When a person initially hungers and thirsts for righteousness he seeks salvation, the righteousness that comes when 

one turns from sin to submit to the lordship of Jesus Christ through baptism for remission of sins. In poverty of spirit 

he sees his sin; in mourning he laments and turns from his sin; in meekness he submits his own sinful way and power 

to God; and in hunger and thirst he seeks God’s righteousness in Christ to replace his sin. 

  

In many Old Testament passages righteousness is used as a synonym for salvation. “My righteousness is near, My 

salvation has gone forth,” the Lord said through Isaiah (51:5). Daniel wrote of the time when “those who have insight 

will shine brightly like the brightness of the expanse of heaven, and those who lead the many to righteousness, like 

the stars forever and ever” (Dan. 12:3). 

  

When a person abandons all hope of saving himself, all confidence in self-righteousness, and begins to hunger for the 

salvation that brings God’s righteousness and the obedience that God requires, he will be blessed, be made divinely 

happy. 

  

The Jews’ greatest obstacle to receiving the gospel was their self-righteousness, their confidence in their own purity 

and holiness, which they imagined was created by good works. Because they were God’s chosen race, and as keepers 

of the law—or, more often, keepers of men’s interpretations of the law—they felt heaven was assured. 

  

The Messiah told them, however, that the only way to salvation was by hungering and thirsting for God’s 

righteousness to replace their own self-righteousness, which was really unrighteousness. 

  

FOR SANCTIFICATION  
For believers, the object of hungering and thirsting is to grow in the righteousness received from trusting in Christ. 

That growth is sanctification, which more than anything else is the mark of a Christian.  

  

No believer arrives in his spiritual life until he reaches heaven, and to claim perfection of any sort before then is the 

ultimate presumption. Children of the kingdom never stop needing or hungering for more of God’s righteousness and 

holiness to be manifest in them through their obedience. Paul prayed for believers in Philippi that their love might 

“abound still more and more in real knowledge and all discernment, so that you may approve the things that are 

excellent, in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ” (Phil. 1:9-10).  

  

In the Greek language, verbs such as hunger and thirst normally have objects that are in the partitive genitive, a case 

that indicates incompleteness, or partialness. A literal English rendering would be: “I hunger for of food” or “I thirst 

for of water.” The idea is that a person only hungers for some food and some water, not for all the food and water in 

the world.  

  

But Jesus does not here use the partitive genitive but the accusative, and righteousness is therefore the unqualified 

and unlimited object of hunger and thirst. The Lord identifies those who desire all the righteousness there is (cf. 

Matt. 5:48; 1 Pet. 1:15-16).  

  

Jesus also uses the definite article, indicating that He is not speaking of just any righteousness, but the  

righteousness, the only true righteousness—that which comes from God and, in fact, is God’s very own 

righteousness which He has in Himself.  
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It becomes obvious, then, that we cannot possibly have our longing for godliness satisfied in this life, so we are left 

to continually hunger and thirst until the day we are clothed entirely in Christ’s righteousness. 

  

The Result of Spiritual Hunger  
The result of hungering and thirsting for righteousness is being satisfied and was frequently used of the feeding of 

animals until they wanted nothing more. They were allowed to eat until they were completely satisfied.  

  

Jesus’ divine pronouncement is that those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be given total satisfaction. 

The giving of satisfaction is God’s work, as the future passive tense indicates: they shall be satisfied. Our part is to 

seek; His part is to satisfy.  

  

Again there is a marvelous paradox, because though saints continually seek God’s righteousness, always wanting 

more and never getting all, they nevertheless will be satisfied. We may eat steak or our favorite pie until we can eat 

no more, yet our taste for those things continues and even increases. It is the very satisfaction that makes us want 

more. We want to eat more of those things because they are so satisfying. The person who genuinely hungers and 

thirsts for God’s righteousness finds it so satisfying that he wants more and more.  

  

God’s satisfying those who seek and love Him is a repeated theme in the Psalms. “For He has satisfied the thirsty 

soul, and the hungry soul He has filled with what is good” (Ps. 107:9). “The young lions do lack and suffer hunger; 

but they who seek the Lord shall not be in want of any good thing” (34:10). The best-loved of all psalms begins, 

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want,” and later declares, “Thou dost prepare a table before me… my cup 

overflows” (23:1, 5).  

  

Predicting the great blessings of Christ’s millennial kingdom, Jeremiah assured Israel that in that day, ‘“My people 

shall be satisfied with My goodness,’ declares the Lord” (Jer. 31:14). Jesus told the Samaritan woman at the well in 

Sychar that “whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him 

shall become in him a well of water springing up to eternal life” (John 4:14). To the crowds near Capernaum, many 

of whom had been among the five thousand He fed with the five barley loaves and the two fish, Jesus said, “I am the 

bread of life; he who comes to Me shall not hunger, and he who believes in Me shall never thirst” (John 6:35). 

  

The Testing of Spiritual Hunger 
There are several marks of genuine hunger and thirst for God’s righteousness. First is dissatisfaction with self. The 

person who is pleased with his own righteousness will see no need for God’s. The great Puritan Thomas Watson 

wrote, “He has most need of righteousness that least wants it.” No matter how rich his spiritual experience or how 

advanced his spiritual maturity, the hungering Christian will always say, “Wretched man that I am! Who will set me 

free from the body of this death?” (Rom. 7:24). 

  

Second is freedom from dependence on external things for satisfaction. A hungry man cannot be satisfied by an 

arrangement of lovely flowers, or beautiful music, or pleasant conversation. All of those things are good, but they 

have no ability to satisfy hunger. Neither can anything but God’s own righteousness satisfy the person who has true 

spiritual hunger and thirst. 

  

Third is craving for the Word of God, the basic spiritual food He provides His children. A hungry man does not have 

to be begged to eat. Jeremiah rejoiced, “Thy words were found and I ate them, and Thy words became for me a joy 

and the delight of my heart” (Jer. 15:16). The more we seek God’s righteousness, the more we will want to devour 

Scripture. Feeding on God’s Word increases our appetite for it. 

  

Fourth is the pleasantness of the things of God. “To a famished man any bitter thing is sweet” (Prov. 27:7). The 

believer who seeks God’s righteousness above all other things will find fulfillment and satisfaction even in those 

things that humanly are disastrous. Thomas Watson comments that “the one who hungers and thirsts after 

righteousness can feed on the myrrh of the gospel as well as the honey” Even the Lord’s reproofs and discipline bring 
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satisfaction, because they are signs of our Father’s love. “For those whom the Lord loves He disciplines, and He 

scourges every son whom He receives” (Heb. 12:6). 

  

A final mark of true spiritual hunger is unconditionality. When our spiritual hunger and thirst are genuine they will 

make no conditions; they will seek and accept God’s righteousness in whatever way He chooses to provide it and 

will obey His commands no matter how demanding they may be. The least of God’s righteousness is more valuable 

than the greatest of anything we possess in ourselves or that the world can offer. The rich young ruler wanted only 

the part of God’s kingdom that fit his own plans and desires, and he was therefore unfit for the kingdom. He thirsted 

more for other things than for the things of God. His conditions for God’s blessings barred him from them. 

  

The spiritually hungry do not ask for Christ and economic success, Christ and personal satisfaction, Christ and 

popularity, or Christ and anything else. They want only Christ and what God in His wisdom and love sovereignly 

provides through Christ—whatever that may or may not be. The spiritually hungry cry, “My soul is crushed with 

longing after Thine ordinances at all times” (Ps. 119:20), and they confess, “At night my soul longs for Thee, indeed, 

my spirit within me seeks Thee diligently” (Isa. 26:9). 

  

"Blind guides" is a perfect description, one that must have brought a smile to the lips of the listeners. Jesus had used 

it before (Matt. 15:14). The Pharisees were blind to the true values of life. Their priorities were confused.  

 

They would take an oath and use some sacred object to substantiate that oath—the gold in the temple, for example, or 

the gift on the altar. But they would not swear by the temple itself or the altar. It was the templethat sanctified the 

gold and the altar that sanctified the gift. They were leaving God out of their priorities. 

 

Jesus knew that the Pharisees wanted both the gold and the gifts on the altar. These men were not seeking for the 

righteousness of God; they were greedy for gain. They worked out a "religious system" that permitted them to rob 

God and others and still maintain their reputations. 

 

(5:6) Hunger and Thirst: to have a starving spirit. It is real hunger and starvation of soul. It is a parched and dying 

thirst. It is a starving spirit and a parched soul that craves after righteousness. But there is something more: 

righteousness means all righteousness. The true believer is starved and parched for all righteousness. This is shown 

by the Greek, for the verbs hunger and thirst are usually in what is called the Greek genitive case. This simply means 

that a person sometimes feels a little hunger and a little thirst; therefore, he hungers and thirsts for a bit of something, 

for example, an apple or a glass of juice. But in the beatitude, hunger and thirst are in the accusative case. This is 

most unusual. It means a hunger and a thirst for the whole thing—for all righteousness, not for little tidbits. This is 

significant: it means that the promise of a filled life is conditional. A person must starve and thirst for all 

righteousness if he wishes to be filled with the fulness of life. Note several significant points. 

     1.   Who is blessed? The person who hungers and thirsts to be righteous and to do righteousness. To do 

righteousness is not enough. To be righteous is not enough. Both are essestial in order to be blessed. Many want just 

bits and pieces of righteousness—just enough to make them comfortable. 

     2.   There are those who stress being righteous and neglect doing righteousness. This leads to two serious errors. 

a.  The error of false security. It causes a person to stress that he is saved and acceptable to God because he 

has believed in Jesus Christ and been baptized for remission of sins. But he neglects doing good. He does 

not live as he should, obeying God and serving man. 

b.  The error of loose living. It allows a person to go out and do what he desires. He feels secure and 

comfortable in his faith in Christ. He knows that wrong behavior may affect his fellowship with God and 

other believers, but he thinks his behavior does not affect his salvation and acceptance with God. 

  

The problem with this stress is that it is a false righteousness. Righteousness in the Bible means being righteous and 

doing righteousness. The Bible knows nothing about being righteous without living righteously. 

     3.   There are those who stress doing righteousness and neglect being righteous. This also leads to two serious 

errors. 

a.  The error of self-righteousness and legalism. It causes a person to stress that he is saved and acceptable to 

God because he does good. He works, behaves morally, keeps certain rules and regulations, does the things 
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a Christian should do, and obeys the main laws of God. But he neglects the basic law: the law of love and 

acceptance—that God loves him and accepts him not because he does good, but because he loves and trusts 

the righteousness of Christ. 

b.  The error of being judgmental and censorious. A person who stresses that he is righteous (acceptable to 

God) because he keeps certain laws often judges and censors others. He feels that rules and regulations can 

be kept because he keeps them. Therefore, anyone who fails to keep them is judged, criticized, and 

censored. 

  

The problem with this stress is that it, too, is a false righteousness. Again, righteousness in the Bible is both being 

righteous and doing righteousness. The Bible knows nothing of being acceptable to God without being made 

righteous in Christ Jesus. 

     4.   The answer to righteousness is not what most men think when they think of righteousness. When most men 

think of righteousness, they think of doing good—doing good deeds, good works, and helping their fellow man. As 

man walks through life, he faces appeal after appeal for help, and he helps. And he feels comfortable with himself 

because he has helped. He feels his good deeds make him acceptable and righteous before God. But the Bible is not 

saying that men never do good; it is saying that men are not righteous—not perfectly righteous within their hearts. 

     5.   Christ does not say, “Blessed are the righteous,” for no one is righteous (Romans 3:10). He says, “Blessed are 

they who hunger and thirst after righteousness.” Man is not righteous, not perfectly righteous. His chance to be 

righteous is gone. He has already come short and missed the mark. He is already imperfect. Man has but one hope: 

that God will love him so much that He will somehow count him righteous. That is just what God does. God takes a 

man’s “hunger and thirst after righteousness” and counts that hunger and thirst as righteousness. God does this 

because He loves man. The question each person needs to ask is this: how much am I seeking after righteousness? 

Am I seeking at all—seeking a little—seeking some—seeking much—seeking more and more? What Christ says is 

this: a person has to crave, starve, and thirst after righteousness. A person must seek righteousness more and more if 

he wishes to be saved and filled. 

     6.   Every person has some pull and some influence that urges him to do good. The pull and influence need to be 

nourished. In fact, it has to be nurtured or else it weakens, and it can be subdued and weakened so much that it is 

killed completely. It is just hardened against doing anything except what self wants to do (Hebrews 3:13 cp. Proverbs 

21:29; Proverbs 28:14; Proverbs 29:1). 

     7.   Righteousness is the only thing that will fill and satisfy man’s innermost need. Food and drink will not. Any 

honest and thinking man knows there is nothing anywhere on this earth that can meet his deep need for life 

(permanent life, life that never ends). Only God can fill a life and satisfy the deep need for permanent life. This is the 

reason Christ says to hunger and thirst after righteousness. 

  

False Leaders Are Cursed for Their Perversion 
Woe to you, blind guides, who say, ‘Whoever swears by the temple, that is nothing; but whoever swears by the gold 

of the temple, he is obligated.’ You fools and blind men; which is more important, the gold, or the temple that 

sanctified the gold? And, ‘Whoever swears by the altar, that is nothing, but whoever swears by the offering upon it, 

he is obligated.’ You blind men, which is more important, the offering or the altar that sanctifies the offering? 

Therefore he who swears, swears both by the altar and by everything on it. And he who swears by the temple, swears 

both by the temple and by Him who dwells within it. And he who swears by heaven, swears both by the throne of God 

and by Him who sits upon it. (23:16-22) 

  

Jesus cursed the scribes and Pharisees for their perversion of truth. God is the God of truth and cannot lie (Titus 1:2; 

Heb. 6:18), and His people are therefore to be people of truth. On the other hand, there is no truth at all in Satan. 

“Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature,” Jesus says; “for he is a liar, and the father of lies” (John 

8:44). His followers are also skilled in lying, and perversion of truth is the hallmark of every false religious system. 

From the beginning, those who have rejected God have rejected His truth. They have “exchanged the truth of God for 

a lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator” (Rom. 1:25). 

  

In this particular indictment, Jesus did not call His opponents hypocrites but blind guides, emphasizing their 

unawareness that they were ignorant of the truth. As God’s chosen people who were entrusted with His revelation, 

the Jews had long considered themselves as guides to the blind, lights to those in darkness, correctors of the foolish, 
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and teachers of the immature (Rom. 2:19-20; cf. 3:2). But as Jesus had declared earlier in His ministry they were 

“blind guides of the blind. And if a blind man guides a blind man, both will fall into a pit” (Matt. 15:14). The scribes 

and Pharisees prided themselves in their superior religious knowledge and understanding, but they were blind leaders 

trying to lead blind Israel, and together they were doomed to judgment if they would not come to the light. 

  

Among their many perversions of truth was the teaching that Whoever swears by the temple, that is nothing; but 

whoever swears by the gold of the temple, he is obligated. The very fact that they had developed such a double 

standard for swearing gives evidence that their concern was not for truth but for the evasion of it when it did not suit 

their selfish interests. The underlying purpose behind the first part of the standard was to provide sanctimonious 

justification for lying with impunity. A person could lie all he wanted, provided he swore by the temple and not by 

the gold of the temple. Since no society can survive without some provision for verifying and guaranteeing such 

things as promises and contracts, the second part of the standard was developed as a necessary expediency. If a 

person wanted to make absolutely certain that someone was telling the truth or would live up to an agreement, he 

would make him swear by the gold of the temple, which supposedly made his word binding. A person who broke 

his word after taking such an oath was subject to penalties under Jewish law. 

  

Societies have had various means of trying to make its people keep their word. In some, the most sacred and binding 

vow was sealed with the blood of the parties involved. In others, an agreement is written in a contract, which each 

party signs and which often specifies penalties for defaulting. Until recent years, many western courts of law required 

those giving testimony to swear to tell the truth by placing their right hand on a copy of the Bible and invoking God’s 

help. 

  

The use of oaths had become so perverse in Israel that they were used even to renege on promises made to God. If a 

person, for example, vowed to give a certain amount to the Lord’s work, he would often swear to his vow by the 

temple. If he later decided he had pledged too much, or if he never intended to give the full amount, he had an out, 

because that vow was considered to be nothing. 

  

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus condemned all swearing of vows. “But I say to you, make no oath at all, either by 

heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is the footstool of His feet, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city 

of the great King. Nor shall you make an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. But let 

your statement be, ‘Yes, yes,’ or ‘No, no’; and anything beyond these is of evil” (Matt. 5:34-37). A godly person will 

always tell the truth, and for him a simple yes or no is sufficient, because his virtuous character is his bond. 

  

Jesus was not teaching a new principle. The psalmist declared, “Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, and pay 

your vows to the Most High” (Ps. 50:14). In other words, a vow made is a vow to be kept. David testified, “Thy vows 

are binding upon me, O God; I will render thank offerings to Thee” (Ps. 56:12), and again, “I will sing praise to Thy 

name forever, that I may pay my vows day by day” (Ps. 61:8; cf. 66:13; 76:11). It is significant that in each of those 

quotations the keeping of vows to God is directly related to praise and thankfulness to Him. 

  

The great offense of Ananias and Sapphira was not in giving less to the Lord’s work than they were able to give but 

in lying about it. When Peter confronted them, he charged them with lying to the Holy Spirit and putting God to the 

test. The Lord takes lying very seriously and for their deception those two believers lost their lives. It is not 

surprising that, as a result, “great fear came upon the whole church, and upon all who heard of these things” (Acts 

5:1-11). 

  

The idea that swearing by the gold in the Temple was binding but swearing by the Temple itself was not binding was 

moral chicanery and logical absurdity “You fools and blind men,” Jesus said; “which is more important, the gold, 

or the temple that sanctified the gold?” In other words, by what perverted logic had it been determined that making 

a vow on something lesser was more binding than one made on something greater? The only reason the gold could 

be thought of as sacred, and thereby make the vow supposedly more obligatory, was the temple that sanctified the 

gold. 

  



Page 112 of 154 

 

The religious leaders applied the same twisted logic to swearing by the altar, which was considered to be nothing, 

that is, nonobligatory and to swearing by the offering upon it, which was thought to make a person obligated to 

keep his vow “You blind men,” Jesus said, “which is more important, the offering or the altar that sanctifies the 

offering?” The whole idea was both theologically and logically preposterous. Those standards were nothing more 

than wicked pretenses for using holy things to disguise their unholy propensity to lie. 

  

As Jesus went on to point out, to swear by the altar was to swear by everything on it; to swear by the temple was 

to swear by Him who dwells within it, namely, God Himself; and to swear by heaven was to swear both by the 

throne of God and by Him who sits upon it. In other words, everything involved with the temple and everything 

involved with heaven involved God. In fact, since God is the creator of everything, to swear by anything at all 

involves God. 

  

(23:16-22) Religionists, False: false religionists mislead others; they are blind guides in oaths and commitments. 

Note: Christ said that they were blind guides; they misled people. How? They stressed the secondary over the 

primary. They took the least important and made it more meaningful than the essential. Christ gave two examples. 

     1.   They stressed the gold of the temple over the temple itself. Anyone who swore by the temple did not have to 

keep his commitment nor was he held responsible for his oath. But if he swore by the gold of the temple, he was held 

responsible and did have to keep his commitment. 

     2.   They stressed the gift over the altar upon which the gift lay. Making a commitment or swearing by the altar 

was not binding, whereas a commitment or swearing by the gift was binding.  

  

Christ used strong words against the religionists at this point. They were “fools and blind.” Christ meant two things 

by these words. 

     1.   What they were doing and saying was absurd and irrational. Common sense should tell anyone that the temple 

is greater than what is within it, and the altar is greater than the gift that is laid upon it. 

     2.   What they were doing and saying was full of folly and sin. They were merely trying to evade commitments 

and responsibility for swearing. They wanted the right to make promises and to swear, but they also wanted the right 

to break their promises if it benefited them later. 

  

Christ pointed out the raw facts about commitments and oaths. 

     1.   All commitments and oaths are heard by God. There is no evasion of commitments made or of swearing done. 

        God is the One to whom sacrifices are made upon the altar (implied) (Matthew 23:20). 

        God dwells in the temple (Matthew 23:21). 

        God sits upon His throne in heaven (Matthew 23:22). 

     2.   All commitments and oaths are binding and accountable to God. 

  

There are at least four sins seen in what the religionists were saying and doing. 

1)   The sin of stressing the secondary over the primary. 

2)   The sin of evading commitments. 

3)   The sin of covetousness. By stressing the gold over the temple, they were centering the people’s minds 

upon the gold, the wealth, and the gifts instead of upon the God who dwelt in the temple. 

4)   The sin of self-righteousness. By stressing man’s gift over the altar, they were saying in essence that 

man’s gift was more important than God’s altar which sanctified the gift. The gift honored the altar 

instead of the altar honoring the gift. Such, of course, was ridiculous; for symbolically God stood behind 

the altar. And no gift is ever greater than God. 

  

The very same sins are committed today. 

1)   Ritual, ceremony, programs—commitment to practically every phase of church life is often stressed over 

God. Commitment to the various phases of church life is even said to be commitment to God. 

2)   The gift is stressed more than the altar. A commitment to give and to make sacrifice often takes 

precedence over the altar (commitment to God). Stewardship of money (the gift and the gold) is even said 

to be an equal part with the stewardship of life to God. 
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3)   The motive is often to make the institution stronger instead of making people stronger by centering their 

lives upon God. 

  

Obtaining mercy—rejecting mercy  

(Matthew 5:7 NASB) ""Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy." 

 

(Matthew 23:23-24 NASB) ""Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cummin, 

and have neglected the weightier provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things 

you should have done without neglecting the others. {24} "You blind guides, who strain out a gnat and swallow a 

camel!" 

 

The Pharisees majored on minors. They had rules for every minute area of life, while at the same time they forgot 

about the important things. This crowd thought nothing of con-demning an innocent man, yet they were afraid to 

enter Pilate’s judgment hall lest they be defiled: (John 18:28 NASB) "They led Jesus therefore from Caiaphas into 

the Praeto-rium, and it was early; and they themselves did not enter into the Praetorium in order that they might not 

be defiled, but might eat the Passover." 

 

There is no question that the Old Testament Law required tithing (Lev. 27:30; Deut. 14:22ff). Abraham had practiced 

tithing long before the Law was given (Gen. 14:20), and Jacob followed his grandfather’s example (Gen. 28:20-22). 

The principles of Christian giving under grace are given in 2 Corinthians 8-9. We are not content simply to give a 

tithe (10 percent), but we also want to bring offerings to the Lord out of hearts filled with love. 

 

Justice, mercy, and faithfulness are the important qualities God is seeking. Obeying the rules is no substitute. While it 

is good to pay attention to details, we must never lose our sense of priorities in spiritual matters. Jesus did not 

condemn the practice of tithing. But He did condemn those who allowed their legalistic scruples to keep them from 

developing true Christian character. 

 

The first four beatitudes deal entirely with inner principles, principles of the heart and mind. They are concerned with 

the way we see ourselves before God. The last four are outward manifestations of those attitudes. Those who in 

poverty of spirit recognize their need of mercy are led to show mercy to others (v. 7). Those who mourn over their 

sin are led to purity of heart (v. 8). Those who are meek always seek to make peace (v. 9). And those who hunger and 

thirst for righteousness are never unwilling to pay the price of being persecuted for righteousness’ sake (v. 10). 

  

The concept of mercy is seen throughout Scripture, from the Fall to the consummation of history at the return of 

Christ. Mercy is a desperately needed gift of God’s providential and redemptive work on behalf of sinners—and the 

Lord requires His people to follow His example by extending mercy to others. 

  

To discover its essence we will look at three basic aspects of mercy: its meaning, its source, and its practice. 

  

The Meaning of Mercy  
For the most part, the days in which Jesus lived and taught were not characterized by mercy. The Jewish religionists 

themselves were not inclined to show mercy, because mercy is not characteristic of those who are proud,  self-

righteous, and judgmental. To many—perhaps most—of Jesus’ hearers, showing mercy was considered one of the  

least of virtues, if it was thought to be a virtue at all. It was in the same category as love—reserved for those who 

had  shown the virtue to you. You loved those who loved you, and you showed mercy to those who showed mercy to 

you.   

  

That attitude was condemned by Jesus later in the Sermon on the Mount. “You have heard that it was said, ‘You 

shall  love your neighbor, and hate your enemy’” (Matt. 5:43). But such a shallow selfish kind of love that even the 

outcast  tax-gatherers practiced (v. 46) was not acceptable to the Savior. He said, “Love your enemies, and pray for 

those who  persecute you in order that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven…. For if you love those who 

love you,  what reward have you?… And if you greet your brothers only, what do you do more than others? Do not 

even the  Gentiles do the same?” (vv. 44-47).  
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Yet many people have interpreted this beatitude in another way that is just as selfish and humanistic: they maintain  

that our being merciful causes those around us, especially those to whom we show mercy, to be merciful to us. 

Mercy  given will mean mercy received. For such people, mercy is shown to others purely in an effort toward self-

seeking.  

  

The ancient rabbi Gamaliel is quoted in the Talmud as saying, “Whenever thou hast mercy, God will have mercy  

upon thee, and if thou hast not mercy, neither will God have mercy on thee.” Gamaliel’s idea is right. When God is  

involved there will be mercy for mercy. “If you forgive men for their transgressions,” Jesus said, “your heavenly  

Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions”  

(Matt. 6:14-15).  

  

But as a platitude applied among men, the principle does not work. One writer sentimentally says, “This is the great 

truth of life: if people see us care, they will care.” Yet neither Scripture nor experience bears out that idea. God  

works that way, but the world does not. With God there is always proper reciprocation, and with interest. If we 

honor  God, He will honor us; if we show mercy to others, especially to His children, He will show even more 

abundant  mercy to us. But that is not the world’s way.  

  

A popular Roman philosopher called mercy “the disease of the soul.” It was the supreme sign of weakness. Mercy  

was a sign that you did not have what it takes to be a real man and especially a real Roman. The Romans glorified  

manly courage, strict justice, firm discipline, and, above all, absolute power. They looked down on mercy, because  

mercy to them was weakness, and weakness was despised above all other human limitations.  

  

During much of Roman history, a father had the right of patria opitestas, of deciding whether or not his newborn 

child would live or die. As the infant was held up for him to see, the father would turn his thumb up if he  wanted the 

child to live, down if he wanted it to die. If his thumb turned down the child was immediately drowned.  Citizens had 

the same life-or-death power over slaves. At any time and for any reason they could kill and bury a slave,  with no 

fear of arrest or reprisal. Husbands could even have their wives put to death on the least provocation. Today  abortion 

reflects the same merciless attitude. A society that despises mercy is a society that glorifies brutality.  

  

The underlying motive of self-concern has characterized men in general and societies in general since the Fall. We  

see it expressed today in such sayings as, “If you don’t look out for yourself, no one else will.” Such popular 

proverbs  are generally true, because they reflect the basic selfish nature of fallen man. Men are not naturally inclined 

to repay  mercy for mercy.  

  

The best illustration of that fact is the Lord Himself. Jesus Christ was the most merciful human being who ever lived. 

He reached out to heal the sick, restore the crippled, give sight to the blind, hearing to the deaf, and even life to  the 

dead. He found prostitutes, tax collectors, the debauched and the drunken, and drew them into His circle of love  and 

forgiveness.  

  

The more Jesus showed mercy, the more He showed up the unmercifulness of the Jewish religious leaders. The  more 

He showed mercy, the more they were determined to put Him out of the way. The ultimate outcome of His  mercy 

was the cross. In Jesus’ crucifixion, two merciless systems—merciless government and merciless religion— united to 

kill Him. Totalitarian Rome joined intolerant Judaism to destroy the Prince of mercy.  

  

The fifth beatitude does not teach that mercy to men brings mercy from men, but that mercy to men brings mercy  

from God. If we are merciful to others, God will be merciful to us, whether men are or not. God is the subject of the  

second clause, just as in the other beatitudes. It is God who gives the kingdom of heaven to the poor in spirit, 

comfort  to those who mourn, the earth to the meek, and satisfaction to those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. 

Those  who are merciful… shall receive mercy from God. God gives the divine blessings to those who obey His 

divine  standards.  
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Merciful is from eleeômoôn, from which we also get eleemosynary, meaning beneficial or charitable. Hebrews  2:17 

speaks of Jesus as our “merciful and faithful high priest.” Christ is the supreme example of mercy and the  supreme 

dispenser of mercy. It is from Jesus Christ that both redeeming and sustaining mercy come.  

  

In the Septuagint (the Greek Old Testament) the same term is used to translate the Hebrew hÖesed, one of the most  

commonly used words to describe God’s character. It is usually translated as mercy, love, lovingkindness, or 

steadfast  love (Ps. 17:7; 51:1; Isa. 63:7; Jer. 9:24; etc.). The basic meaning is to give help to the afflicted and to 

rescue the  helpless. It is compassion in action.  

  

Jesus is not speaking of detached or powerless sentiment that is unwilling or unable to help those for whom there is  

sympathy. Nor is He speaking of the false mercy, the feigned pity, that gives help only to salve a guilty conscience 

or  to impress others with its appearance of virtue. And it is not passive, silent concern which, though genuine, is 

unable  to give tangible help. It is genuine compassion expressed in genuine help, selfless concern expressed in 

selfless deeds.  

  

Jesus says in effect, “The people in My kingdom are not takers but givers, not pretending helpers but practical 

helpers. They are not condemners but mercy givers.” The selfish, self-satisfied, and self-righteous do not bother to  

help anyone—unless they think something is in it for them. Sometimes they even justify their lack of love and mercy  

under the guise of religious duty. Once when the Pharisees and scribes questioned why His disciples did not observe  

the traditions of the elders, Jesus replied, “Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; and ‘He who speaks 

evil  of father or mother, let him be put to death’; but you say, ‘If a man says to his father or his mother, anything of 

mine  you might have been helped by is Corban (that is to say, given to God),’ you no longer permit him to do 

anything for  his father or his mother; thus invalidating the word of God by your tradition which you have handed 

down” (Mark  7:10-13). In the name of hypocritical religious tradition, compassion toward parents in such a case was 

actually  forbidden.  

  

Mercy is meeting people’s needs. It is not simply feeling compassion but showing compassion, not only 

sympathizing but giving a helping hand. Mercy is giving food to the hungry, comfort to the bereaved, love to the  

rejected, forgiveness to the offender, companionship to the lonely. It is therefore one of the loveliest and noblest of 

all  virtues.  

In Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice (4.1.180-85) Portia says,  

The quality of mercy is not strain’d;  It droppeth, as the gentle rain from heaven,  

Upon the place beneath: it is twice bless’d.  It blesseth him that gives, and him that takes:  

‘Tis mightiest in the mightiest; it becomes  The throned monarch better than his crown: 

  

The Source of Mercy 
Pure mercy is a gift of God. It is not a natural attribute of man but is a gift that comes with the new birth. We can be 

merciful in its full sense and with a righteous motive only when we have experienced God’s mercy. Mercy is only for 

those who through grace and divine power have met the requirements of the first four beatitudes. It is only for those 

who by the work of the Holy Spirit bow humbly before God in poverty of spirit, who mourn over and turn from their 

sin, who are meek and submissive to His control, and who hunger and thirst above all else for His righteousness. The 

way of mercy is the way of humility, repentance, surrender, and holiness. 

  

Balaam continually prostituted his ministry; trying to keep within the letter of God’s will while conspiring with a 

pagan king against God’s people. He presumptuously prayed, “Let me die the death of the upright, and let my end be 

like his!” (Num. 23:10). As one Puritan commentator observed, Balaam wanted to die like the righteous, but he did 

not want to live like the righteous. Many people want God’s mercy but not on God’s terms. 

  

God has both absolute and relative attributes. His absolute attributes—such as love, truth, and holiness—have 

characterized Him from all eternity. They were characteristic of Him before He created angels, or the world, or man. 

But His relative attributes—such as mercy, justice, and grace—were not expressed until His creatures came into 

being. In fact they were not manifest until man, the creature made in His own image, sinned and became separated 

from his Creator. Apart from sin and evil, mercy, justice, and grace have no meaning. 
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When man fell, God’s love was extended to His fallen creatures in mercy. And only when they receive His mercy 

can they reflect His mercy. God is the source of mercy. “For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is 

His lovingkindness [mercy] toward those who fear Him” (Ps. 103:11). It is because we have the resource of God’s 

mercy that Jesus commanded, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:36). 

  

Donald Barnhouse writes, “When Jesus Christ died on the cross, all the work of God for man’s salvation passed out 

of the realm of prophecy and became historical fact. God has now had mercy upon us. For anyone to pray, “God have 

mercy on me” is the equivalent of asking Him to repeat the sacrifice of Christ. All the mercy that God ever will have 

on man He has already had, when Christ died. That is the totality of mercy. There could not be any more…. The 

fountain is now opened, and it is flowing, and it continues to flow freely. (Romans [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983], 

4:4) 

  

We cannot have the blessing apart from the Blesser. We cannot even meet the condition apart from the One who has 

set the condition. We are blessed by God when we are merciful to others, and we are able to be merciful to others 

because we have already received salvation’s mercy. And when we share the mercy received, we shall receive 

mercy even beyond what we already have. 

  

We never sing more truthfully than when we sing, “Mercy there was great and grace was free; pardon there was 

multiplied to me; there my burdened soul found liberty, at Calvary.” 

  

The Practice of Mercy 
The most obvious way we can show mercy is through physical acts, as did the good Samaritan. As Jesus specifically 

commands, we are to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick and imprisoned, and give any other practical 

help that is needed. In serving others in need, we demonstrate a heart of mercy. 

  

It is helpful to note that the way of mercy did not begin with the New Testament. God has always intended for mercy 

to characterize His people. The Old Testament law taught, “You shall not harden your heart, nor close your hand 

from your poor brother; but you shall freely open your hand to him, and shall generously lend him sufficient for his 

need in whatever he lacks” (Deut. 15:7-8). Even in the year of release, when all debts were canceled, Israelites were 

to give their poor countrymen whatever they needed. They were warned, “Beware, lest there is a base thought in your 

heart, saying ‘The seventh year, the year of remission, is near,’ and your eye is hostile toward your poor brother, and 

you give him nothing” (v. 9). 

  

Mercy is also to be shown in our attitudes. Mercy does not hold a grudge, harbor resentment, capitalize on another’s 

failure or weakness, or publicize another’s sin. On a great table at which he fed countless hundreds of people, 

Augustine inscribed, 

Whoever thinks that he is able, To nibble at the life of absent friends, 

Must know that he’s unworthy of this table. The vindictive, heartless, indifferent are not subjects of Christ’s 

kingdom. When they pass need by on the other side, as the priest and the Levite did in the story of the good 

Samaritan, they show they have passed Christ by. 

  

Mercy is also to be shown spiritually. First, it is shown through pity. Augustine said, “If I weep for the body from 

which the soul is departed, should I not weep for the soul from which God is departed?” The sensitive Christian will 

grieve more for lost souls than for lost bodies. Because we have experienced God’s mercy, we are to have great 

concern for those who have not. 

  

Jesus’ last words from the cross were words of mercy. For His executioners He prayed, “Father, forgive them; for 

they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). To the penitent thief hanging beside Him He said, “Truly I say 

to you, today you shall be with Me in Paradise” (v. 43). To His mother He said, ‘“Woman, behold your son! ‘ Then 

He said to the disciple [John], ‘Behold, your mother! ‘ And from that hour the disciple took her into his own 

household” (John 19:26-27). Like his Master, Stephen prayed for those who were taking his life, “Lord, do not hold 

this sin against them!” (Acts 7:60). 
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Second, we are to show spiritual mercy by confrontation. Paul says that, as Christ’s servants, we should gently 

correct “those who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the 

truth” (2 Tim. 2:25). We are to be willing to confront others about their sin in order that they might come to God for 

salvation. When certain teachers were “upsetting whole families, teaching things they should not teach, for the sake 

of sordid gain,” Paul told Titus to “reprove them severely that they may be sound in the faith” (Titus 1:11, 13). Love 

and mercy will be severe when that is necessary for the sake of an erring brother and for the sake of Christ’s church. 

In such cases it is cruel to say nothing and let the harm continue. 

  

As Jude closed his letter with the encouragement to “keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting anxiously for the 

mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to eternal life,” he also admonished, “And have mercy on some, who are doubting; 

save others, snatching them out of the fire; and on some have mercy with fear, hating even the garment polluted by 

the flesh” (Jude 21-23). Extreme situations require extreme care, but we are to show mercy even to those trapped in 

the worst systems of apostasy 

  

Third, we are to show spiritual mercy by praying. The sacrifice of prayer for those without God is an act of mercy. 

Our mercy can be measured by our prayer for the unsaved and for Christians who are walking in disobedience. 

  

Fourth, we are to show spiritual mercy by proclaiming the saving gospel of Jesus Christ—the most merciful thing we 

can do. 

  

The Result of Mercy  
Reflecting on the fact that when we are merciful we receive mercy, we see God’s cycle of mercy. God is merciful  

to us by saving us through Christ; in obedience we are merciful to others; and God in faithfulness gives us even 

more  mercy, pouring out blessing for our needs and withholding severe chastening for our sin.  

  

As in the other beatitudes, the emphatic pronoun autos (they) indicates that only those who are merciful qualify  to 

receive mercy David sang of the Lord, “With the kind Thou dost show Thyself kind” (2 Sam. 22:26). Speaking of  

the opposite side of the same truth, James says, “For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy”  

(James 2:13). At the end of the disciples’ prayer Jesus explained, “For if you forgive men for their transgressions, 

your  heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men, then your Father will not forgive your  

transgressions” (Matt. 6:14-15). Again the emphatic truth is that God will respond with chastening for an 

unforgiving  disciple.  

  

Neither in that passage nor in this beatitude is Jesus speaking of our mercy gaining us salvation. We do not earn  

salvation by being merciful. We must be saved by God’s mercy before we can truly be merciful. We cannot work 

our  way into heaven even by a lifetime of merciful deeds, any more than by good works of any sort. God does not 

give  mercy for merit; He gives mercy in grace, because it is needed, not because it is earned.  

  

To illustrate the working of God’s mercy Jesus told the parable of a slave who had been graciously forgiven a great  

debt by the king. The man then went to a fellow slave who owed him a pittance by comparison and demanded that  

every cent be repaid and had him thrown into prison. When the king heard of the incident, he called the first man to  

him and said, ‘“You wicked slave, I forgave you all that debt because you entreated me. Should you not also have 

had  mercy on your fellow slave, even as I had mercy on you?’ And his lord, moved with anger, handed him over to 

the  torturers until he should repay all that was owed him. So shall My heavenly Father also do to you, if each of you 

does  not forgive his brother from your heart” (Matt. 18:23-35).  

  

In that parable Jesus gives a picture of God’s saving mercy in relation to forgiving others (vv. 21-22). The first man 

pleaded with God for mercy and received it. The fact that he, in turn, was unmerciful was so inconsistent with his  

own salvation that he was chastened until he repented. The Lord will chasten, if need be, to produce repentance in a  

stubborn child. Mercy to others is a mark of salvation. When we do not show it, we may be disciplined until we do.  

When we hold back mercy, God restricts His flow of mercy to us, and we forfeit blessing. The presence of 

chastening  and the absence of blessing attend an unmerciful believer.  
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If we have received from a holy God unlimited mercy that cancels our unpayable debt of sin—we who had no 

righteousness but were poor in spirit, mourning over our load of sin in beggarly, helpless condition, wretched and  

doomed, meek before almighty God, hungry and thirsty for a righteousness we did not have and could not attain—it  

surely follows that we should be merciful to others. 

  
(5:7) Merciful (eleemones): to have a forgiving spirit and a compassionate heart. It is showing mercy and being 

benevolent. It is forgiving those who are wrong, yet it is much more. It is empathy; it is getting right inside the 

person and feeling right along with him. It is a deliberate effort, an act of the will to understand the person and to 

meet his need by forgiving and showing mercy. It is the opposite of being hard, unforgiving, and unfeeling. God 

forgives only those who forgive others. A person receives mercy only if he is merciful (cp. Matthew 6:12; James 

2:13). Several significant facts need to be noted about mercy. 

     1.   The person who is merciful has a tender heart—a heart that cares for all who have need, seen or unseen. If he 

sees the needful, he feels for them and reaches out to do all he can. If he does not see them, he feels and reaches out 

through prayer and giving as opportunity arises. The merciful just do not hoard or hold back any kind of help, no 

matter the cost. 

a.  They have the love of God dwelling in them. 

b.  They know that it is “more blessed to give than to receive.” 

     2.   Every believer can be merciful. Some may not have money or other means to help, but they can be tender and 

compassionate and demonstrate mercy through expression and prayer. In fact, God instructs the believer to be 

merciful. He charges the believer to do some very practical things: 

a.  “Deal...bread to the hungry” (Isaiah 58:7; James 2:15). 

b.  “Bring the poor that are cast out to thy house” (Isaiah 58:7). 

c.  “Cover him [the naked]” (Isaiah 58:7; James 2:15). 

d.  Strengthen and comfort the broken and grieving soul (Job 16:5). 

e.  Pity the afflicted (Job 6:14). 

f.   Bear the burdens of others—even to the point of restoring them when they sin. But we reach out to them in 

a spirit of meekness. (Galatians 6:2 cp. Galatians 6:1). 

g.  Support the weak (Acts 20:35). 

     3.   The results of being merciful are numerous. 

a.  A person is given the mercy of God—forgiveness of sins (Psalm 18:25; cp. 2 Samuel 22:26). 

b.  A person does good to his own soul (Proverbs 19:17). 

c.  A person is paid back what he gives—by God Himself (Proverbs 19:17). 

d.  A person behaves like God Himself (Luke 6:36; cp. Psalm 103:8; Joel 2:15). 

e.  A person is blessed (Psalm 51:1). 

f.   A person is assured of finding “mercy in that day” (2 Tim. 1:18). 

g.  A person shall inherit the Kingdom of God—forever (Matthew 25:34-35). 

     4.   The unmerciful are warned by God. 

a.  They shall face “judgment without mercy” (James 2:13). 

b.  They shall face the anger and wrath of God (Matthew 18:34-35). 

c.  They are not forgiven their sins (Matthew 6:12, 14-15). 

     5.   Two opposite attitudes are shown toward mercy. 

a.  The attitude of shutting up one’s compassion from those in need (1 John 3:17; cp. James 2:15-16). 

b.  The attitude of putting on a heart of mercy (Col. 3:12). 

  

False Leaders Are Cursed for Their Inversion 
Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the 

weightier provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things you should have done 

without neglecting the others. You blind guides, who strain out a gnat and swallow a camel! (23:23-24) 

  

Jesus cursed the scribes and Pharisees for inverting divine priorities. They magnified the insignificant and 

minimized the essential. 
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Mint and dill and cummin were garden herbs used as kitchen spices, and were not generally considered farm 

produce, of which the Mosaic law required a tithe be paid to the treasury in Israel (Lev. 27:30). Because it helped 

support the government, which was a theocracy operated to a great extent by the priesthood, the tithe was a form of 

taxation. A second tenth was to be paid each year for support of the various worship ceremonies and national 

festivals (Deut. 12:11, 17). Another tithe was to be paid every three years for a type of welfare, to support the 

Levites, aliens, orphans, and widows (Deut. 14:28-29), which amounted to an additional 3.3 percent a year. Israelites 

were therefore required to pay just over 23 percent of their income a year in taxes to fund the theocracy. 

  

The instructions for tithing produce (see also Deut. 14:22) related to marketable farm crops such as grains, olive oil, 

wine, fruits, and vegetables. But the legalistic scribes and Pharisees extended the provision to include the smallest 

potted plant grown in a kitchen window. As today herbs then were grown mostly for their leaves and seeds, and when 

the scribes and Pharisees picked leaves from a mint plant or gathered seeds from the dill and cummin plants, they 

would carefully count out the leaves and seeds, separating out one for God from each ten counted. They gloried in 

the self-righteousness of subscribing to such minutiae. 

  

But with all their carefulness in such insignificant and often noncompulsory matters, they neglected the weightier 

provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness. They were obsessed with counting leaves and seeds but 

indifferent to basic ethics. 

  

Jesus borrowed the word weightier from the rabbinical tradition, which had divided the law into light and heavy 

categories. In their inverted priorities the scribes and Pharisees had reduced such matters as justice and mercy and 

faithfulness to the light category and elevated the tithing of garden herbs to the weightier category. In His reference 

to the truly weightier matters, Jesus paraphrased the words of Micah. Some 700 years earlier that prophet had 

declared, “[The Lord] has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to 

love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Mic. 6:8). 

  

The scribes and Pharisees were inequitable, unfair, unjust, unmerciful, brutal, unforgiving, unkind, greedy and 

abusive of others. They were everything that is contrary to the weightier provisions of the law. Worst of all, they 

walked by sight rather than faith, trusting in their own works rather than God’s grace. 

  

Jesus did not denounce the tithing of herbs, which would have been perfectly acceptable if done in sincerity and faith. 

And because tithing was at that time still a valid requirement under the Old Covenant, He certainly did not reprove 

tithing in general. “These are the things you should have done,” He said, “without neglecting the others.” In light 

of the fact that such garden plants had not generally been considered covered under the Mosaic laws of tithing until 

rabbinical times, it seems likely that by these… things Jesus was referring to tithing in general. In other words, while 

being faithful to tithe according to scriptural instruction, they should not have neglected the Lord’s much weightier 

demands. 

  

The tithe, however, was strictly a requirement of the Old Covenant. It is mentioned only six times in the New 

Testament, three times each in the gospels and in the book of Hebrews. In the gospels it is always used, as here, in 

regard to its abuse by the scribes and Pharisees (see also Luke 11:42; 18:12). In the book of Hebrews the Mosaic tithe 

is mentioned only in regard to its use in ancient Israel (Heb. 7:8-9; vv. 5-6). At no time in the New Testament is 

tithing mentioned as binding on the church or even recommended as the standard for Christian giving. This is easy to 

understand if one recognizes that tithes were a form of taxation to support the national life of Israel (see the author’s 

1 Corinthians [Chicago: Moody, 1984], pp. 454-55). The closest New Testament parallel is the requirement to pay 

taxes indicated in Romans 13:6-7. 

  

Almost without exception, false religions strongly magnify the insignificant and minimize or entirely ignore the truly 

spiritual. The worldly is idolized; the spiritual is disregarded. 

  

It is also possible for true believers to become caught up in minutiae. Some Bible students, for instance, claim to 

have ascertained the meaning of virtually every obscure sign and symbol in Scripture yet give scant attention in their 

lives to the Bible’s clear and unambiguous moral truths. 
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Jesus graphically illustrated the scribes’ and Pharisees’ inversion of priorities by saying that they would strain out a 

gnat and swallow a camel. The gnat and the camel represented the smallest and the largest, respectively of the 

ceremonially unclean animals (see Lev. 11:4, 42). Fastidious Pharisees would drink their wine through clenched teeth 

in order to filter out any small insects that might have gotten into the wine. In their typical reversal of values, those 

Jewish religious leaders were more concerned about being contaminated by a tiny gnat than by a huge camel. They 

were painstaking about formal, ceremonial trivialities but were unconcerned about their hypocrisy dishonesty cruelty 

greed, self-worship, and a host of other serious sins. They substituted outward acts of religion for the essential virtues 

of the heart. 

  

(23:23-24) Religionists, False: false religionists stress the lighter commandments and omit the weightier ones. Christ 

said two things. 

     1.   Religionists stress the lighter duties and omit the greater duties. They pick and choose what they want and are 

willing to do and omit the rest. They stress outward duties such as tithing, observances, rituals, ceremonies, and 

works; they minimize the change and inward duties of the heart. Christ mentions three duties of the human heart that 

are omitted. 

a.  There is justice: treating our neighbor as we should; doing and saying nothing that would hurt another 

person; showing honor and respect to all men; never being guilty of injustice. 

b.  There is mercy: showing care, concern, kindness, and tenderness to all who are weak, bad, and needy; and 

not being hard, distant, demanding, or cruel. 

c.  There is faith: believing God and trusting Him to fulfill His promises. 

  

     Christ said that the weightier matters of the law are these: justice and mercy and faith. But the false religionists 

minimize and omit these matters. They talk about and stress the lighter or outward matters of religion such as tithing. 

Outward matters such as observances, rituals, and works just do not carry the weight that inward matters of the heart 

carry. Why? Because, if the heart is right, then outward behavior will follow. All outward behavior will be changed 

and not just certain areas that have been picked out to show that a person is religious. Note what Christ says: stress 

the weightier matters and do not leave the other undone. Do the lighter, yes, but major upon the weightier matters. 

     2.   Religionists avoid the lesser sins, but commit the greater sins. They strain at a gnat and swallow a camel. This 

was a humorous proverb in Christ’s day. Wine was carefully strained through a piece of linen cloth to catch gnats and 

other impurities before drinking. This was to avoid violating the law of purity (Leviticus 11:20-23; Leviticus 17:10-

14). 

     The false religionists strained to keep the lighter matters of religion, but failed to keep the weightier matters. They 

did not sin by straining to keep the lighter matters; they sinned by omitting the weightier matters. 

  
Many have a form of religion, but few pay much attention to the weightier matters of godliness. How many attend 

church regularly, give of their money, pray, and take part in church affairs; but they... 

 do not give an honest day’s work to an employer (justice)?  

 do not humble themselves, showing mercy toward the weak and less disciplined?  

 do not sacrifice, showing mercy toward the needy and less fortunate?  

 do not act responsibly and lovingly toward others, even toward their own family (justice and mercy)?  

  

Think about it. How easy it is to keep up an outward appearance of religion, but how difficult it is to be godly within. 

Yet inward godliness is what Christ demands. We are to treat all people with pure justice and mercy and to believe 

God in all things. 

  

One of the great failures of false religionists is this: they emphasize and stress the wrong matters. They stress the 

lighter matters and omit the weightier matters. What they stress is important and should be done, but they are not the 

major matters. 

  

The false religionist fails at both points of sin. He sins both by omission and commission. He omits the weightier 

duties, and he commits the greater sins. 
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Christ called false religionists “blind guides.” Note three things. 

1)   Some are blind to what Christ was saying. They do not know they are stressing the lighter matters. The 

lighter matters are all they have ever known and been taught. Therefore, they are steeped in the lighter 

matters, knowing very little about the weightier matters of religion. 

2)   Some do know they are stressing the lighter matters; and they deliberately continue in their error, refusing 

to change lest they face ridicule, loss of position, security, and all they count dear in this world. 

3)   Religionists are guides, teaching the lighter matters of religion and omitting the weightier matters. 

  

Pure in heart—defiled in heart  

(Matthew 5:8 NASB) ""Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God." 

 

(Matthew 23:25-28 NASB) ""Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and 

of the dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self-indulgence. {26} "You blind Pharisee, first clean the inside of 

the cup and of the dish, so that the outside of it may become clean also. {27} "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 

hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside they are full of 

dead men's bones and all uncleanness. {28} "Even so you too outwardly appear righteous to men, but inwardly you 

are full of hypocrisy and lawless-ness." 

 

Jesus used two illustrations: the cup and platter, and the sepulcher. They both stated the same truth: it is possible to 

be clean on the outside and at the same time defiled on the inside. Imagine using dishes 

that were defiled! Whatever you put into the dish or cup would also become defiled.  

 

The Pharisees were careful to keep the outside very clean, because that was the part that men would see; and they 

wanted the praise of men. But God sees the heart (1 Sam. 16:7). When God looked within, He saw "greed and self-

indulgence" (Matt. 23:25, NIV). 

 

Jewish people were careful not to touch dead bodies or anything relating to the dead, be-cause this would make them 

ceremonially unclean (Num. 19:11ff). They would whitewash the tombs lest someone accidentally get defiled, and 

this was done especially at Passover season. What a graphic picture of the hypocrite: white on the outside, but filled 

with defilement and death on the inside! 

 

"Blessed are the pure in heart," was our Lord’s promise. "Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow 

the springs of life" (Prov. 4:23, NASB). The Pharisees lived for reputation, not character. 

 

Here is one of those passages of Scripture whose depths are immeasurable and whose breadth is impossible to 

encompass. This incredible statement of Jesus is among the greatest utterances in all of the Bible. The subject of 

holiness, of purity of heart, can be traced from Genesis to Revelation. The theme is infinitely vast and touches on 

virtually every other biblical truth. It is impossible to exhaust its meaning or significance, and the discussion in this 

chapter is nothing more than introductory. 

  

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
As discussed in some detail in earlier chapters, when Jesus began His earthly ministry, Israel was in desperate 

condition—politically, economically, and spiritually. For hundreds of years, with only brief respites, she had been 

under the oppression of foreign conquerors. The country had limited freedom to develop its economy, and a large 

part of income and profit was paid to Rome in taxes. Those were problems that every person saw and felt. 

  

The less obvious problem, however, was by far the worst. For longer than she had suffered political and economic 

oppression, Israel had suffered spiritual weakness and faithlessness. Yet that problem was not recognized by many 

Jews. Jewish leaders thought their religion was in fine shape, and believed the Messiah would soon solve the political 

and economic problems. But when Re came, His only concern was for the spiritual problem, the problem of their 

hearts. 
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At the time of Christ the most influential religious force in Judaism was the Pharisees. They were the chief managers 

and promoters of the pervasive legalistic and ritualistic system that dominated Jewish society. Over the centuries 

various rabbis had interpreted and reinterpreted the Jewish Scriptures, especially the law, until those interpretations—

known as the traditions of the elders—became more authoritative than Scripture itself. The essence of the traditions 

was a system of dos and don’ts that gradually expanded to cover almost every aspect of Jewish life. 

  

To conscientious and honest Jews it had become obvious that total observance of all the religious requirements was 

impossible. Because they could not keep all of the law, they doubtlessly developed terrible feelings of guilt, 

frustration, and anxiety. Their religion was their life, but they could not fulfill everything their religion demanded. 

Consequently, some of the religious leaders devised the idea that, if a person could perfectly keep just a few of the 

laws, God would understand. When even that proved impossible, some narrowed the requirement to one law 

perfectly kept. 

  

That idea may have been in the mind of the lawyer who tested Jesus with the question, “Teacher, which is the great 

commandment in the Law?” (Matt. 22:36). Perhaps he wanted to see which of the many hundreds of laws Jesus 

believed was the single most important one to keep—the one that would satisfy God even if a person failed to keep 

the others. 

  

This oppressive and confusing religious system probably contributed to the initial popularity of John the Baptist. He 

was radically different from the scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees, and priests, and it was obvious that he did not bother 

to observe most of the religious traditions. He was a breath of fresh air in a stifling, never-ending system of demands 

and prohibitions. Perhaps in this prophet’s teaching they would find some relief. They did not want another rabbi 

with another law, but someone who could show them how to be forgiven for those laws they had already broken. 

They wanted to know the real way of salvation, the real way to please God, the true way of peace and relief from sin. 

They knew that the Scriptures taught of One who would come not simply to demand but to redeem, not to add to 

their burdens but to help carry them, not to increase their guilt but to remove it. No doubt it was such expectations as 

those that caused many people to think John the Baptist might be the Messiah. 

  

The people knew from Ezekiel that someday God was going to come and sprinkle their souls with water, cleanse 

them from their sin, and replace their hearts of stone with hearts of flesh (Ezek. 36:25-26). They knew the testimony 

of David, who cried out, “How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered! How blessed is 

the man to whom the Lord does not impute iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit!” (Ps. 32:1-2). They knew 

of those truths, and they longed to experience the reality of them. 

  

Nicodemus was one such person. He was a Pharisee and “a ruler of the Jews,” that is, a member of the Sanhedrin, the 

Jewish high court. We are not told specifically what his intentions were in coming to Jesus, because his first words 

were not a question but a testimony. The fact that he came at night suggests he was ashamed of being seen with 

Jesus. But there is no reason to doubt the sincerity of his words, which showed unusual spiritual insight: “Rabbi, we 

know that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is with him” 

(John 3:2). Nicodemus knew that, whatever else Jesus might be, He was a teacher truly sent from God. 

  

Though he does not state it, the question that was on his mind is implied both from his testimony and from Jesus’ 

reply. The Lord knew Nicodemus’s mind, and He said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he 

cannot see the kingdom of God” (v. 3). Nicodemus wanted to know how to please God, to be forgiven. “How can I 

be made righteous?” he wondered. “How can I be redeemed and become a child of God? How can I become part of 

God’s kingdom?” Had he not had a deep, compelling desire to know God’s will, he would not have risked coming to 

Jesus even at night. Nicodemus was honest enough to admit his sinfulness. He was a Pharisee, a teacher of the law, 

and a ruler in the Sanhedrin; but he knew in his heart that all of that did not make him right with God. 

  

After Jesus had fed the great multitude near the Sea of Galilee, some of the people who had seen the miracle asked 

Jesus, “What shall we do, that we may work the works of God?” (John 6:28). The same question troubled them that 

had troubled Nicodemus: “How can a person get right with God? What must we do to truly please Him?” Like 

Nicodemus, they had been through all the ceremonies and rituals. They had attended the feasts and offered the 
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required sacrifices. They had tried to keep the law and the traditions. But they knew that something was missing—

something crucial that they did not know of, much less had experienced. 

  

Luke tells of another lawyer who asked Jesus, “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 10:25). He 

asked the question to test Jesus (v. 25a), and after Jesus gave an answer the man tried “to justify himself” (v. 29). But 

despite his insincerity, he had asked the right question, the question that was on the minds of many Jews who were 

sincere. 

  

A rich ruler asked Jesus the same question: “Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 18:18). 

This man apparently asked sincerely, but he was unwilling to pay the cost. He wanted to keep the wealth of this life 

more than he wanted to gain the wealth of eternal life, and he went away “very sad” (v. 23). He knew he needed 

something more than outward obedience to the law, at which he had been diligent since childhood (v. 21). He knew 

that, with all his devotion and effort to please God, he had no assurance of possessing eternal life. He was seeking the 

kingdom, but he was not seeking it first (Matt. 6:33). 

  

Others were asking, “what must I he to belong to the kingdom of God? What is the standard for eternal life?” All of 

those people, at various levels of understanding and sincerity, knew that they had not found what they sought. Many 

knew that they had not kept even a single law perfectly. If honest, they became more and more convinced that they 

could not keep even a single law perfectly, and that they were powerless to please God. 

It was to answer that need that Jesus came to earth. It was to answer that need that He gave the Beatitudes. He shows 

simply and directly how sinful man can he made right with holy God. 

  

THE LITERARY CONTEXT 
At first glance this beatitude seems out of place, inserted indiscriminately into an otherwise orderly development of 

truths. Because of its supreme importance, a more strategic place—either at the beginning as the foundation, or at the 

end as the culmination—might seem more appropriate. 

  

But the sixth beatitude, like every part of God’s Word, is in the right place. It is part of the beautiful and marvelous 

sequence of truths that are here laid out according to the mind of God. It is the climax of the Beatitudes, the central 

truth to which the previous five lead and from which the following two flow 

  

The Meaning  
The word blessed implies the condition of well-being that results from salvation, the status of one who has a right 

relation to God. Being accepted by Him is a matter of internal transformation.  

  
Heart translates kardia, from which we get cardiac and similar terms. Throughout Scripture, as well as in many  

languages and cultures throughout the world, the heart is used metaphorically to represent the inner person, the seat 

of  motives and attitudes, the center of personality. But in Scripture it represents much more than emotion, feelings. It 

also  includes the thinking process and particularly the will. In Proverbs we are told, “As [a man] thinketh in his 

heart, so is  he” (Prov. 23:7, KJV). Jesus asked a group of scribes, “Why are you thinking evil in your hearts?” (Matt. 

9:4; cf. Mark  2:8; 7:21). The heart is the control center of mind and will as well as emotion.  

  

In total contrast to the outward, superficial, and hypocritical religion of the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus said that it  is 

in the inner man, in the core of his very being, that God requires purity. That was not a new truth, but an old one  

long forgotten amidst ceremony and tradition. “Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow the springs 

of  life,” the writer of Proverbs had counseled (Prov. 4:23). The problem that caused God to destroy the earth in the 

Flood  was a heart problem. “Then the Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great on the earth, and that every 

intent of  the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5).  

  

David acknowledged before the Lord, “Behold, Thou dost desire truth in the innermost being, and in the hidden  part 

Thou wilt make me know wisdom”; and then he prayed “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast  

spirit within me” (Ps. 51:6, 10). Asaph wrote, “Surely God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart!” (Ps.  

73:1). Jeremiah declared, “The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it? I,  



Page 124 of 154 

 

the Lord, search the heart, I test the mind, even to give to each man according to his ways, according to the results of  

his deeds” (Jer. 17:9-10). Evil ways and deeds begin in the heart and mind, which are here used synonymously. 

Jesus  said, “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witnesses, 

slanders. These  are the things which defile the man” (Matt. 15:19).  

  

God has always been concerned above all else with the inside of man, with the condition of his heart. When the Lord 

called Saul to be Israel’s first king, “God changed his heart” (1 Sam. 10:9). Until then Saul had been handsome, 

athletic, and not much more. But the new king soon began to revert to his old heart patterns. He chose to disobey 

God and to trust in himself. Among other things, he presumed to take for himself the priestly role of offering 

sacrifice (13:9) and refused to destroy all of the Amalekites and their possessions as God had commanded (15:3-19).  

 

  

Consequently, the Lord took the kingdom from Saul and gave it to David (15:23, 28). Saul’s actions were wrong  

because his heart rebelled, and it is by our hearts that the Lord judges us (16:7). It was said of David’s leadership 

over Israel, “He shepherded them according to the integrity of his heart, and guided them with his skillful hands” (Ps. 

78:72).  

  

God took the kingdom from Saul because he refused to live by the new heart God had given him. He gave the 

kingdom to David because David was “a man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Sam. 13:14). David pleased God’s heart  

because God pleased David’s heart. “I will give thanks to the Lord with all my heart,” he sang (Ps. 9:1). His deepest 

desire was, “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in Thy sight, O Lord, my rock 

and my Redeemer” (Ps. 19:14). He prayed, “Examine me, O Lord, and try me; test my mind and my heart” (Ps. 

26:2). When God told David, “Seek My face,” David’s heart replied, “Thy face, O Lord, I shall seek” (Ps. 27:8).  

  

Once when David was fleeing from Saul he went to Gath, a Philistine city, for help. When he realized that his life 

was also in danger there, he “acted insanely in their hands, and scribbled on the doors of the gate, and let his saliva 

run down into his beard” (1 Sam. 21:13). Thinking him to be mad, the Philistines let him go, and he went to hide in 

the cave of Adullum. He came to his senses and realized how foolish and unfaithful he had been to trust the 

Philistines for help instead of the Lord. It was there that he wrote Psalm 57, in which he declared, “My heart is 

steadfast, O God, my heart is steadfast” (v. 7). He rededicated his heart, his innermost being, single-mindedly to God. 

David often failed, but his heart was fixed on God. The evidence of his true-hearted commitment to God is found in 

all the first 175 verses of Psalm 119. The fact that his flesh sometimes overruled his heart is the final admission of 

verse 176: “I have gone astray like a lost sheep; seek Thy servant.”  

  
Pure translates katharos, a form of the word from which we get catharsis. The basic meaning is to make pure by 

cleansing from dirt, filth, and contamination. Catharsis is a term used in psychology and counseling for a cleansing  

of the mind or emotions. The Greek word is related to the Latin castus, from which we get chaste. The related word 

chasten refers to discipline given in order to cleanse from wrong behavior.  

  

The Greek term was often used of metals that had been refined until all impurities were removed, leaving only the 

pure metal. In that sense, purity means unmixed, unalloyed, unadulterated. Applied to the heart, the idea is that of 

pure motive—of single-mindedness, undivided devotion, spiritual integrity, and true righteousness.  

  

Double-mindedness has always been one of the great plagues of the church. We want to serve the Lord and follow 

the world at the same time. But that, says Jesus, is impossible. “No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate 

the one and love the other, or he will hold to one and despise the other” (Matt. 6:24). James puts the same truth in 

another way: “Do you not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God? Therefore whoever wishes to 

be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God” (James 4:4). He then gives the solution to the problem: 

“Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double-minded” (v. 8).  

  

Christians have the right heart motive concerning God. Even though we often fail to be single-minded, it is our deep 

desire to be so. We confess with Paul, “For that which I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I 

would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate…. I find then the principle that evil is present in me, the one 
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who wishes to do good…. So then, on the one hand I myself with my mind am serving the law of God, but on the 

other, with my flesh the law of sin” (Rom. 7:15, 21, 25). Paul’s deepest spiritual desires were pure, although the sin 

dwelling in his flesh sometimes overrode those desires.  

  

Those who truly belong to God will be motivated to purity. Psalm 119 is the classic illustration of that longing, and 

Romans 7:15-25 is the Pauline counterpart. The deepest desire of the redeemed is for holiness, even when sin halts 

the fulfillment of that desire.  

  

Purity of heart is more than sincerity. A motive can be sincere, yet lead to worthless and sinful things. The pagan 

priests who opposed Elijah demonstrated great sincerity when they lacerated their bodies in order to induce Baal to 

send fire down to consume their sacrifices (1 Kings 18:28). But their sincerity did not produce the desired results, 

and it did not enable them to see the wrongness of their paganism—because their sincere trust was in that very 

paganism. Sincere devotees walk on nails to prove their spiritual power. Others crawl on their knees for hundreds of 

yards, bleeding and grimacing in pain, to show their devotion to a saint or a shrine. Yet their sincere devotion is 

sincerely wrong and is completely worthless before God.  

  

The scribes and Pharisees believed they could please God by such superficial practices as tithing “mint and dill and 

cummin”; but they “neglected the weightier provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness” (Matt. 23:23). 

They were meticulously careful about what they did outwardly but paid no attention to what they were inwardly. 

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! “Jesus told them, “For you clean the outside of the cup and of the 

dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self-indulgence. You blind Pharisee, first clean the inside of the cup and 

of the dish, so that the outside of it may become clean also” (vv. 25-26).  

  

Even genuinely good deeds that do not come from a genuinely good heart are of no spiritual value. Thomas Watson 

said, “Morality can drown a man as fast as vice,” and, “A vessel may sink with gold or with dung.” Though we may 

be extremely religious and constantly engaged in doing good things, we cannot please God unless our hearts are right 

with Him.  

  

The ultimate standard for purity of heart is perfection of heart. In the same sermon in which He gave the Beatitudes 

Jesus said, “Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48). One hundred percent 

purity is God’s standard for the heart.  

  

Man’s tendency is to set the opposite standard. We are inclined to judge ourselves by the worst instead of the best. 

The Pharisee who prayed in the Temple, thanking God that he was not like other men, considered himself to be 

righteous simply because he was not a swindler, an adulterer, or a tax-gatherer (Luke 18:11). We are all tempted to 

feel better about ourselves when we see someone doing a terrible thing that we have never done. The “good” person 

looks down on the one who seems to be less good than himself, and that person looks down on those worse than he 

is. Carried to its extreme, that spiral of judgment would go down and down until it reached the most rotten person on 

earth—and that last person, the worst on earth, would be the standard by which the rest of the world judged itself!  

  

God’s standard for men, however, is Himself. They cannot be fully pleasing to God until they are pure as He is pure, 

until they are holy as He is holy and perfect as He is perfect. Only those who are pure in heart may enter the 

kingdom. “who may ascend into the hill of the Lord?” David asks, “and who may stand in His holy place? He who 

has clean hands and a pure heart” (Ps. 24:3-4).  

  

It is impurity of heart that separates man from God. “Behold, the Lord’s hand is not so short that it cannot save; 

neither is His ear so dull that it cannot hear. But your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, 

and your sins have hidden His face from you, so that He does not hear” (Isa. 59:1-2). And just as impurity of heart 

separates men from God, only purity of heart through Jesus Christ will reconcile men to God.  

  

Basically there are but two kinds of religion—the religion of human achievement and the religion of divine 

accomplishment. There are many variations of the first kind, which includes every religion but biblical Christianity. 
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Within the religions of human accomplishment are two basic approaches: head religion, which trusts in creeds and 

religious knowledge, and hand religion, which trusts in good deeds.  

  

The only true religion, however, is heart religion, which is based on God’s implanted purity. By faith in what God 

has done through His Son, Jesus Christ, “we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, 

according to the riches of His grace” (Eph. 1:7). When God imputes His righteousness to us He imputes His purity to 

us.  

  

As we look at Scripture we discover six kinds of purity. One may be called primal purity the kind that exists only in 

God. That purity is as essential to God as light is to the sun or wetness is to water.  

  

Another form of purity is created purity, the purity that existed in God’s creation before it was corrupted by the Fall. 

God created the angels in purity and He created man in purity. Tragically, some of the angels and all of mankind fell 

from that purity.  

  

A third kind of purity is positional purity, the purity we are given the moment we trust in Jesus Christ as Savior. 

When we trust in Him, God imputes to us Christ’s own purity, Christ’s own righteousness. “To the one who does not 

work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness” (Rom. 4:5; cf. Gal. 2:16). 

From that day the Father sees us just as He sees the Son, perfectly righteous and without blemish (2 Cor. 5:21; Heb. 

9:14).  

  

Fourth, imputed purity is not just a statement without substance; with imputed purity God grants actual purity in the 

new nature of the believer (Rom. 6:4-5; 8:5-11; Col. 3:9-10; 2 Pet. 1:3). In other words, there is no justification 

without sanctification. Every believer is a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). Paul affirms that when a believer sins, it is not 

caused by the pure new self, but by sin in the flesh (Rom. 7:17, 19-22, 25).  

  

Fifth, there is practical purity. This, of course, is the hard part, the part that does require our supreme effort. Only 

God possesses or can possess primal purity. Only God can bestow created purity, ultimate purity, positional purity, 

and actual purity. But practical purity, though it too comes from God, demands our participation in a way that the 

other kinds of purity do not. That is why Paul implores, “Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse 

ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). It is why Peter 

pleads, “As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance, but like 

the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior; because it is written, ‘You shall be holy, 

for I am holy’” (1 Pet. 1:14-16).  

  

We are not saved just for future heavenly purity but also for present earthly purity. At best it will be gold mixed with 

iron and clay, a white garment with some black threads. But God wants us now to be as pure as we can be. If purity 

does not characterize our living, we either do not belong to Christ, or we are disobedient to Him. We will have 

temptations, but God will always provide a way of escape (1 Cor. 10:13). We will fall into sin, but “if we confess our 

sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).  

  

Finally, for believers there will also one day be ultimate purity, the perfected purity that God’s redeemed  people will 

experience when they are glorified in His presence. All sins will be totally and permanently washed away, and “we 

shall be like Him, because we shall see Him just as He is” (1 John 3:2). 

  

The Way to Holiness 
Throughout the history of the church people have suggested various ways to achieve spiritual purity and holiness. 

Some have suggested monasticism, getting away from the normal cares and distractions of the world and devoting 

oneself entirely to meditation and prayer. Others claim that holiness is a second work of grace, by which God 

miraculously eradicates not only sins but the sin nature, allowing a sinless earthly life from that point onward. But 

neither Scripture nor experience supports either of those views. The problem of sin is not primarily the world around 

us but the worldliness within us, which we cannot escape by living in isolation from other people. 
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But God always provides for what He demands, and He has provided ways for us to live purely. First, we must 

realize that we are unable to live a single holy moment without the Lord’s guidance and power. “who can say, I have 

cleansed my heart, I am pure from my sin’?” (Prov. 20:9), the obvious answer to which is “No one.” The Ethiopian 

cannot change his skin or the leopard its spots (Jer. 13:23). Cleansing begins with a recognition of weakness. 

Weakness then reaches out for the strength of God. 

  

Second, we must stay in God’s Word. It is impossible to stay in God’s will apart from His Word. Jesus said, “You 

are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you” (John 15:3). 

  

Third, it is essential to be controlled by and walking in the will and way of the Holy Spirit. Galatians 5:16 says it 

clearly: “Walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh.” 

Fourth, we must pray. We cannot stay in God’s will or understand and obey His Word unless we stay near Him. 

“With all prayer and petition” we are to “pray at all times in the Spirit” (Eph. 6:18; cf. Luke 18:1; 1 Thess. 5:17). 

With David we cry, “Create in me a clean heart, O God” (Ps. 51:10). 

  

The Result of Holiness  
The great blessing of those who are pure in heart is that they shall see God. The Greek is in the future indicative  

tense and the middle voice, and a more literal translation is, “They shall be continuously seeing God for themselves.”  

 

  

It is only they (the emphatic autos), the pure in heart, who shall see God. Intimate knowledge of and fellowship with 

God is reserved for the pure.  

  

When our hearts are purified at salvation we begin to live in the presence of God. We begin to see and to  

comprehend Him with our new spiritual eyes. Like Moses, who saw God’s glory and asked to see more (Ex. 33:18), 

the one who is purified by Jesus Christ sees again and again the glory of God.  

  

To see God was the greatest hope of Old Testament saints. Like Moses, David wanted to see more of God. “As the 

deer pants for the water brooks,” he said, “so my soul pants for Thee, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living 

God; when shall I come and appear before God?” (Ps. 42:1). Job rejoiced when he was able to say, “I have heard of 

Thee by the hearing of the ear; but now my eye sees Thee” (Job 42:5).  

  

Purity of heart cleanses the eyes of the soul so that God becomes visible. One sign of an impure heart is ignorance, 

because sin obscures the truth (John 3:19-20). Evil and ignorance come in a package. Other signs of an impure heart 

are self-centeredness (Rev. 3:17), pleasure in sin (2 Tim. 3:4), unbelief (Heb. 3:12), and hatred of purity (Mic. 3:2). 

Those who belong to God exchange all of those things for integrity and purity.  

  

F. F. Bullard wrote,  When I in righteousness at last  Thy glorious face shall see;  

When all the weary night has passed,  And I awake with Thee,  

To view the glories that abide,  Then and only then will I be satisfied.  

(Cited in William Hendriksen, The Gospel of Matthew [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1973], p. 278) 

  
(5:8) Pure (katharoi): to have a clean heart; to be unsoiled, unmixed, unpolluted; to be cleansed, purged, forgiven; to 

be holy; to have a single purpose, that of God’s glory. There are several significant points to note about the “pure in 

heart.” 

     1.   The person who is “pure in heart” lives a clean life. 

a.  He “keeps himself unspotted from the world.” 

b.  He washes his heart from wickedness that he may be saved. 

c.  He obeys the truth through the working of the Holy Spirit. 

d.  He keeps his hands clean. 

e.  He seeks to be without spot and blameless. 

     2.   A person’s very best behavior is seldom (if ever) free from some mixture of self. It is questionable if a sinful 

creature can ever act perfectly—perfectly free from mixed motives. As the Bible says, “there is none that doeth good, 
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no, not one” (Romans 3:12). The believer is to constantly search his heart and cleanse it of impure motives. Motives 

involving self are insidious and deceptive. 

a.  Is a person employed primarily for self, or to serve Christ and to earn enough to help others who have a 

need (Col. 3:24; Ephes. 4:28)? 

b.  Is a person ministering to help the needful, or to have a sense of self-satisfaction (cp. Matthew 5:7)? 

c.  Is a person worshipping to honor God, or to satisfy a feeling of obligation? 

d.  Is a person praying daily to fellowship with God, or to gain comfortable feelings that he pleases God 

through praying? 

     Impure motives enter the believer’s heart so quietly, so deceptively. The believer is too often unaware of their 

presence. He needs to pray often: “Create in me a clean heart, O God” (Psalm 51:10)! 

     3.   The “pure in heart” minister in two very practical areas: 

        They visit the fatherless. 

        They visit widows in their affliction. 

  
(Matthew 23:25-28 NASB) ""Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and 

of the dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self-indulgence. {26} "You blind Pharisee, first clean the inside of 

the cup and of the dish, so that the outside of it may become clean also. {27} "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 

hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside they are full of 

dead men's bones and all uncleanness. {28} "Even so you too outwardly appear righteous to men, but inwardly you 

are full of hypocrisy and lawless-ness." 

 

  

False Leaders Are Cursed for Their Extortion and Self-Indulgence  
Jesus cursed the scribes and Pharisees for their extortion of others and indulgence of themselves.  

  

To illustrate again their hypocrisy, Jesus used the figure of cleaning the outside of a cup and… dish, but not the 

inside. The Greek phrase behind dish was often used of a platter on which exquisite delicacies were served. The idea 

is of a person who offers a guest a seemingly lovely meal served with the best wine. But it turns out that, although 

the utensils are beautiful and ceremonially purified, the food served on them was putrid.  

  

Outwardly the religious leaders gave the appearance of pious devotion to the Lord, but inwardly they were full of the 

moral and spiritual filfth of robbery and self-indulgence. They were ceremonially immaculate and attractive but 

spiritually squalid and repulsive.  

  

Harpageô (robbery) carries the ideas of plundering, pillaging, and extortion, and akrasia (self-indulgence) has the 

basic meaning of lack of self-control and was often used to denote unrestrained self-gratification. The unscrupulous 

religious leaders robbed the people they were supposed to serve in order to satisfy their own greed. They plundered 

both the souls and the wallets of the people and used the ill-gotten gains to serve themselves.  

  

Making the accusation more personal and direct, Jesus said, “You blind Pharisee, first clean the inside of the cup 

and of the dish, so that the outside of it may become clean also.” No utensil is clean that holds ill-gotten food or 

drink.  

  

Throughout history false religious leaders have become rich and fat by fleecing those they pretend to serve. 

Outwardly they appear righteous, caring, and exemplary but inwardly they are rapacious wolves. 

  

False Leaders Are Cursed for Their Contamination 
Jesus cursed the scribes and Pharisees for spiritually contaminating everyone they touched. 

  

After the spring rains had ceased, Palestinian Jews in New Testament times had the custom of whitewashing houses, 

walls, and particularly tombs. They began this task on the fifteenth of Adar, which roughly corresponds to March, in 

order to make their communities more attractive for Passover pilgrims. They had an additional purpose for 

whitewashing grave sites, however, especially those in and near Jerusalem. Because a person became ceremonially 
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unclean for seven days if he touched a dead body or even a grave (Num. 19:16), all tombs were carefully 

whitewashed to identify them to unwary travelers. They would be prevented from inadvertently touching the tombs 

and becoming defiled and thereby disqualified to participate in many of the Passover activities, including the offering 

of sacrifices. In some cases the entire tomb was painted, and in others drawings of bones were painted on it to mark it 

as a sepulcher. Because of all the whitewash, Jerusalem and its environs glistened in the sunlight during the Passover 

season. 

  

Like the whitewashed tombs, the scribes and Pharisees on the outside appeared beautiful, but inside they were 

also like the tombs, full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness. They were spiritually dead and had no genuine 

regard for God’s law despite their outward praise of it and claim to be its true interpreters and teachers. In an 

infinitely worse way than the tombs ceremonially defiled those who touched them, the scribes and Pharisees 

spiritually defiled those whom they touched. 

  

Peacemakers and persecuted are God’s children—persecutors are the devil’s children  

(Matthew 5:9-12 NASB) ""Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. {10} "Blessed are those 

who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. {11} "Blessed are you 

when men cast insults at you, and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely, on account of Me. {12} 

"Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you."  

 

  

(Matthew 23:29-33 NASB) ""Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets 

and adorn the monuments of the righteous, {30} and say, 'If we had been living in the days of our fathers, we would 

not have been partners with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.' {31} "Consequently you bear witness 

against yourselves, that you are sons of those who murdered the prophets. {32} "Fill up then the measure of the guilt 

of your fathers. {33} "You serpents, you brood of vipers, how shall you escape the sentence of hell?" 

 

The God of peace (Rom. 15:33; 2 Cor. 13:11; Phil. 4:9) has emphasized that cherished but elusive reality by making 

peace one of the dominant ideas of His Word. Scripture contains four hundred direct references to peace, and many 

more indirect ones. The Bible opens with peace in the Garden of Eden and closes with peace in eternity. The spiritual 

history of mankind can be charted based on the theme of peace. Although the peace on earth in the garden was 

interrupted when man sinned, at the cross Jesus Christ made peace a reality again, and He becomes the peace of all 

who place their faith in Him. Peace can now reign in the hearts of those who are His. Someday He will come as 

Prince of Peace and establish a worldwide kingdom of peace, which will eventuate in ultimate peace, the eternal age 

of peace. 

  

But one of the most obvious facts of history and of human experience is that peace does not characterize man’s 

earthly existence. There is no peace now for two reasons: the opposition of Satan and the disobedience of man. The 

fall of the angels and the fall of man established a world without peace. Satan and man are engaged with the God of 

peace in a battle for sovereignty. 

  

The scarcity of peace has prompted someone to suggest that “peace is that glorious moment in history when everyone 

stops to reload.” In 1968 a major newspaper reported that there had been to that date 14,553 known wars since thirty-

six years before Christ. Since 1945 there have been some seventy or so wars and nearly two hundred internationally 

significant outbreaks of violence. Since 1958 nearly one hundred nations have been involved in some form of armed 

conflict. 

  

Some historians have claimed that the United States has had two generations of peace—one from 1815 to 1846 and 

the other from 1865 to 1898. But that claim can only be made if you exclude the Indian wars, during which our land 

was bathed in Indian blood. 

  

With all the avowed and well-intentioned efforts for peace in modern times, few people would claim that the world 

or any significant part of it is more peaceful now than a hundred years ago. We do not have economic peace, 

religious peace, racial peace, social peace, family peace, or personal peace. There seems to be no end of marches, sit-
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ins, rallies, protests, demonstrations, riots, and wars. Disagreement and conflict are the order of the day. No day has 

had more need of peace than our own. 

  

Nor does the world honor peace as much by its standards and actions as it does by its words. In almost every age of 

history the greatest heroes have been the greatest warriors. The world lauds the powerful and often exalts the 

destructive. The model man is not meek but macho. The model hero is not self-giving but self-seeking, not generous 

but selfish, not gentle but cruel, not submissive but aggressive, not meek but proud. 

  

The popular philosophy of the world, bolstered by the teaching of many psychologists and counselors, is to put self 

first. But when self is first, peace is last. Self precipitates strife, division, hatred, resentment, and war. It is the great 

ally of sin and the great enemy of righteousness and, consequently, of peace. 

  

The seventh beatitude calls God’s people to be peacemakers. He has called us to a special mission to help restore the 

peace lost at the Fall. 

  

The peace of which Christ speaks in this beatitude, and about which the rest of Scripture speaks, is unlike that which 

the world knows and strives for. God’s peace has nothing to do with politics, armies and navies, forums of nations, or 

even councils of churches. It has nothing to do with statesmanship, no matter how great, or with arbitration, 

compromise, negotiated truces, or treaties. God’s peace, the peace of which the Bible speaks, never evades issues; it 

knows nothing of peace at any price. It does not gloss or hide, rationalize or excuse. It confronts problems and seeks 

to solve them, and after the problems are solved it builds a bridge between those who were separated by the 

problems. It often brings its own struggle, pain, hardship, and anguish, because such are often the price of healing. It 

is not a peace that will be brought by kings, presidents, prime ministers, diplomats, or international humanitarians. It 

is the inner personal peace that only He can give to the soul of man and that only His children can exemplify. 

  

Four important realities about God’s peace are revealed: its meaning, its Maker, its messengers, and its merit. 

  

The Meaning of Peace: Righteousness and Truth  
The essential fact to comprehend is that the peace about which Jesus speaks is more than the absence of conflict  and 

strife; it is the presence of righteousness. Only righteousness can produce the relationship that brings two parties 

together. Men can stop fighting without righteousness, but they cannot live peaceably without righteousness. 

Righteousness not only puts an end to harm, but it administers the healing of love.  

  

God’s peace not only stops war but replaces it with the righteousness that brings harmony and true well-being. Peace 

is a creative, aggressive force for goodness. The Jewish greeting shaôloòm wishes “peace” and expresses the desire 

that the one who is greeted will have all the righteousness and goodness God can give. The deepest meaning of the 

term is “God’s highest good to you.”  

  

The most that man’s peace can offer is a truce, the temporary cessation of hostilities. But whether on an international 

scale or an individual scale, a truce is seldom more than a cold war. Until disagreements and hatreds are resolved, the 

conflicts merely go underground—where they tend to fester, grow, and break out again. God’s peace, however, not 

only stops the hostilities but settles the issues and brings the parties together in mutual love and harmony.  

  

James confirms the nature of God’s peace when he writes, “But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable” 

(James 3:17). God’s way to peace is through purity. Peace cannot be attained at the expense of righteousness. Two 

people cannot be at peace until they recognize and resolve the wrong attitudes and actions that caused the conflict 

between them, and then bring themselves to God for cleansing. Peace that ignores the cleansing that brings purity is 

not God’s peace.  

  

The writer of Hebrews links peace with purity when he instructs believers to “pursue peace with all men, and the 

sanctification without which no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). Peace cannot be divorced from holiness. 

“Righteousness and peace have kissed each other” is the beautiful expression of the psalmist (Ps. 85:10). Biblically 
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speaking, then, where there is true peace there is righteousness, holiness, and purity. Trying to bring harmony by 

compromising righteousness forfeits both.  

  

Jesus’ saying “Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a sword” 

(Matt. 10:34) seems to be the antithesis of the seventh beatitude. His meaning, however, was that the peace He came 

to bring is not peace at any price. There will be opposition before there is harmony; there will be strife before there is 

peace. To be peacemakers on God’s terms requires being peacemakers on the terms of truth and righteousness—to 

which the world is in fierce opposition. When believers bring truth to bear on a world that loves falsehood, there will 

be strife. When believers set God’s standards of righteousness before a world that loves wickedness, there is an 

inevitable potential for conflict. Yet that is the only way.  

  

Until unrighteousness is changed to righteousness there cannot be godly peace. And the process of resolution is 

difficult and costly. Truth will produce anger before it produces happiness; righteousness will produce antagonism 

before it produces harmony. The gospel brings bad feelings before it can bring good feelings. A person who does not 

first mourn over his own sin will never be satisfied with God’s righteousness. The sword that Christ brings is the 

sword of His Word, which is the sword of truth and righteousness. Like the surgeon’s scalpel, it must cut before it 

heals, because peace cannot come where sin remains.  

  

The great enemy of peace is sin. Sin separates men from God and causes disharmony and enmity with Him. And 

men’s lack of harmony with God causes their lack of harmony with each other. The world is filled with strife and war 

because it is filled with sin. Peace does not rule the world because the enemy of peace rules the world. Jeremiah tells 

us that “the heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick [or wicked]” (Jer. 17:9). Peace cannot reign 

where wickedness reigns. Wicked hearts cannot produce a peaceful society. ‘“There is no peace for the wicked,’ says 

the Lord” (Isa. 48:22).  

  

To talk of peace without talking of repentance of sin is to talk foolishly and vainly. The corrupt religious leaders of 

ancient Israel proclaimed, “Peace, peace,” but there was no peace, because they and the rest of the people were not 

“ashamed of the abominations they had done” (Jer. 8:11-12).  

  

“From within, out of the heart of men, proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of 

coveting and wickedness, as well as deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness. All these evil things 

proceed from within and defile the man” (Mark 7:21-23). Sinful men cannot create peace, either within themselves or 

among themselves. Sin can produce nothing but strife and conflict. “For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, 

there is disorder and every evil thing,” James says. “But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, 

reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy. And the seed whose fruit is righteousness 

is sown in peace by those who make peace” (James 3:16-18).  

  

Regardless of what the circumstances might be, where there is conflict it is because of sin. If you separate the 

conflicting parties from each other but do not separate them from sin, at best you will succeed only in making a truce. 

Peacemaking cannot come by circumventing sin, because sin is the source of every conflict.  

  

The bad news of the gospel comes before the good news. Until a person confronts his sin, it makes no sense to offer 

him a Savior. Until a person faces his false notions, it makes no sense to offer him the truth. Until a person 

acknowledges his enmity with God, it makes no sense to offer him peace with God.  

  

Believers cannot avoid facing truth, or avoid facing others with the truth, for the sake of harmony. If someone is in 

serious error about a part of God’s truth, he cannot have a right, peaceful relationship with others until the error is 

confronted and corrected. Jesus never evaded the issue of wrong doctrine or behavior. He treated the Samaritan 

woman from Sychar with great love and compassion, but He did not hesitate to confront her godless life. First He 

confronted her with her immoral living: “You have had five husbands, and the one whom you now have is not your 

husband” (John 4:18). Then He corrected her false ideas about worship: “Woman, believe Me, an hour is coming 

when neither in this mountain, nor in Jerusalem, shall you worship the Father. You worship that which you do not 

know; we worship that which we know for salvation is from the Jews” (John 4:21-22).  
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 The person who is not willing to disrupt and disturb in God’s name cannot be a peacemaker. To come to terms on 

anything less than God’s truth and righteousness is to settle for a truce—which confirms sinners in their sin and may 

leave them even further from the kingdom. Those who in the name of love or kindness or compassion try to witness 

by appeasement and compromise of God’s Word will find that their witness leads away from Him, not to Him. God’s 

peacemakers will not let a sleeping dog lie if it is opposed to God’s truth; they will not protect the status quo if it is 

ungodly and unrighteous. They are not willing to make peace at any price. God’s peace comes only in God’s way. 

Being a peacemaker is essentially the result of a holy life and the call to others to embrace the gospel of holiness. 

  

The Maker of Peace: God 
Men are without peace because they are without God, the source of peace. Both the Old and New Testaments are 

replete with statements of God’s being the God of peace (Lev. 26:6; 1 Kings 2:33; Ps. 29:11; Isa. 9:6; Ezek. 34:25; 

Rom. 15:33; 1 Cor. 14:33; 2 Thess. 3:16). Since the Fall, the only peace that men have known is the peace they have 

received as the gift of God. Christ’s coming to earth was the peace of God coming to earth, because only Jesus Christ 

could remove sin, the great barrier to peace. “But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been 

brought near by the blood of Christ. For He Himself is our peace” (Eph. 2:13-14). 

  

I once read the story of a couple at a divorce hearing who were arguing back and forth before the judge, accusing 

each other and refusing to take any blame themselves. Their little four-year-old boy was terribly distressed and 

confused. Not knowing what else to do, he took his father’s hand and his mother’s hand and kept tugging until he 

finally pulled the hands of his parents together. 

  

In an infinitely greater way, Christ brings back together God and man, reconciling and bringing peace. “For it was 

the Father’s good pleasure for all the fulness to dwell in Him, and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, 

having made peace through the blood of His cross” (Col. 1:19-20). 

  

How could the cross bring peace? At the cross all of man’s hatred and anger was vented against God. On the cross 

the Son of God was mocked, cursed, spit upon, pierced, reviled, and killed. Jesus’ disciples fled in fear, the sky 

flashed lightning, the earth shook violently, and the veil of the Temple was torn in two. Yet through that violence 

God brought peace. God’s greatest righteousness confronted man’s greatest wickedness, and righteousness won. And 

because righteousness won, peace was won. 

  

If the Father is the source of peace, and the Son is the manifestation of that peace, then the Holy Spirit is the agent of 

that peace. One of the most beautiful fruits the Holy Spirit gives to those in whom He resides is the fruit of peace 

(Gal. 5:22). The God of peace sent the Prince of Peace who sends the Spirit of peace to give the fruit of peace. No 

wonder the Trinity is called Yahweh Shalom, “The Lord is Peace” (Judg. 6:24). 

  

The God of peace intends peace for His world, and the world that He created in peace He will one day restore to 

peace. The Prince of Peace will establish His kingdom of peace, for a thousand years on earth and for all eternity in 

heaven. ‘“For I know the plans that I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans for welfare and not for calamity to give 

you a future and a hope’” (Jer. 29:11). Jesus said, “These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have 

peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). The one who 

does not belong to God through Jesus Christ can neither have peace nor be a peacemaker. God can work peace 

through us only if He has worked peace in us. 

  

Some of the earth’s most violent weather occurs on the seas. But the deeper one goes the more serene and tranquil 

the water becomes. Oceanographers report that the deepest parts of the sea are absolutely still. When those areas are 

dredged they produce remnants of plant and animal life that have remained undisturbed for thousands of years. 

  

That is a picture of the Christian’s peace. The world around him, including his own circumstances, may be in great 

turmoil and strife, but in his deepest being he has peace that passes understanding. Those who are in the best of 

circumstances but without God can never find peace, but those in the worst of circumstances but with God need 

never lack peace. 
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The Messengers of Peace: Believers 
The messengers of peace are believers in Jesus Christ. Only they can be peacemakers. Only those who belong to the 

Maker of peace can be messengers of peace. Paul tells us that “God has called us to peace” (1 Cor. 7:15) and that 

“now all these things are from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ, and gave us the ministry of 

reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18). The ministry of reconciliation is the ministry of peacemaking. Those whom God has 

called to peace He also calls to make peace. “God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their 

trespasses against them, and He has committed to us the word of reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for 

Christ, as though God were entreating through us” (2 Cor. 5:19-20). 

  

At least four things characterize a peacemaker. First, he is one who himself has made peace with God. The gospel is 

all about peace. Before we came to Christ we were at war with God. No matter what we may consciously have 

thought about God, our hearts were against Him. It was “while we were enemies” of God that “we were reconciled to 

God through the death of His Son” (Rom. 5:10). When we received Christ as Savior and He imputed His 

righteousness to us, our battle with God ended, and our peace with God began. Because he has made peace with God 

he can enjoy the peace of God (Phil. 4:7; Col. 3:15). And because he has been given God’s peace he is called to share 

God’s peace. He is to have his very feet shod with “the gospel of peace” (Eph. 6:15). 

  

Because peace is always corrupted by sin, the peacemaking believer must be a holy believer, a believer whose life is 

continually cleansed by the Holy Spirit. Sin breaks our fellowship with God, and when fellowship with Him is 

broken, peace is broken. The disobedient, self-indulgent Christian is not suited to be an ambassador of peace. 

  

Second, a peacemaker leads others to make peace with God. Christians are not an elite corps of those who have 

spiritually arrived and who look down on the rest of the world. They are a body of sinners cleansed by Jesus Christ 

and commissioned to carry His gospel of cleansing to the rest of the world. 

  

The Pharisees were the embodiment of what peacemakers are not. They were smug, proud, complacent, and 

determined to have their own ways and defend their own rights. They had scant interest in making peace with Rome, 

with the Samaritans, or even with fellow Jews who did not follow their own party line. Consequently they created 

strife wherever they went. They cooperated with others only when it was to their own advantage, as they did with the 

Sadducees in opposing Jesus. 

  

The peacemaking spirit is the opposite of that. It is built on humility, sorrow over its own sin, gentleness, hunger for 

righteousness, mercy, and purity of heart. G. Campbell Morgan commented that peacemaking is the propagated 

character of the man who, exemplifying all the rest of the beatitudes, thereby brings peace wherever he comes. 

  

The peacemaker is a beggar who has been fed and who is called to help feed others. Having been brought to God, he 

is to bring others to God. The purpose of the church is to preach “peace through Jesus Christ” (Acts 10:36). To 

preach Christ is to promote peace. To bring a person to saving knowledge of Jesus Christ is the most peacemaking 

act a human being can perform. It is beyond what any diplomat or statesman can accomplish. 

  

Third, a peacemaker helps others make peace with others. The moment a person comes to Christ he becomes at peace 

with God and with the church and becomes himself a peacemaker in the world. A peacemaker builds bridges between 

men and God and also between men and other men. The second kind of bridge building must begin, of course, 

between ourselves and others. Jesus said that if we are bringing a gift to God and a brother has something against us, 

we are to leave our gift at the altar and be reconciled to that brother before we offer the gift to God (Matt. 5:23-24). 

As far as it is possible, Paul says, “so far as it depends on [us],” we are to “be at peace with all men” (Rom. 12:18). 

We are even to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us, “in order that [we] may be sons of [our] Father 

who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:44-45). 

  

By definition a bridge cannot be one-sided. It must extend between two sides or it can never function. Once built, it 

continues to need support on both sides or it will collapse. So in any relationship our first responsibility is to see that 

our own side has a solid base. But we also have a responsibility to help the one on the other side build his base well. 
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Both sides must be built on righteousness and truth or the bridge will not stand. God’s peacemakers must first be 

righteous themselves, and then must be active in helping others become righteous. 

  

The first step in that bridge-building process is often to rebuke others about their sin, which is the supreme barrier to 

peace. “If your brother sins,” Jesus says, “go and reprove him in private; if he listens to you, you have won your 

brother. But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that by the mouth of two or three 

witnesses every fact may be confirmed. And if he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church” (Matt. 18:15-17). 

That is a difficult thing to do, but obeying that command is no more optional than obeying any of the Lord’s other 

commands. The fact that taking such action often stirs up controversy and resentment is no excuse for not doing it. If 

we do so in the way and in the spirit the Lord teaches, the consequences are His responsibility. Not to do so does not 

preserve peace but through disobedience establishes a truce with sin. 

  

Obviously there is the possibility of a price to pay, but any sacrifice is small in order to obey God. Often 

confrontation will bring more turmoil instead of less—misunderstanding, hurt feelings, and resentment. But the only 

way to peace is the way of righteousness. Sin that is not dealt with is sin that will disrupt and destroy peace. Just as 

any price is worth paying to obey God, any price is worth paying to be rid of sin. “If your right eye makes you 

stumble,” Jesus said, “tear it out, and throw it from you;… And if your right hand makes you stumble, cut it off, and 

throw it from you; for it is better for you that one of the parts of your body perish, than for your whole body to go 

into hell” (Matt. 5:29-30). If we are unwilling to help others confront their sin, we will be unable to help them find 

peace. 

  

Fourth, a peacemaker endeavors to find a point of agreement. God’s truth and righteousness must never be 

compromised or weakened, but there is hardly a person so ungodly, immoral, rebellious, pagan, or indifferent that we 

have absolutely no point of agreement with him. Wrong theology, wrong standards, wrong beliefs, and wrong 

attitudes must be faced and dealt with, but they are not usually the best places to start the process of witnessing or 

peacemaking. 

  

God’s people are to contend without being contentious, to disagree without being disagreeable, and to confront 

without being abusive. The peacemaker speaks the truth in love (Eph. 4:15). To start with love is to start toward 

peace. We begin peacemaking by starting with whatever peaceful point of agreement we can find. Peace helps beget 

peace. The peacemaker always gives others the benefit of the doubt. He never assumes they will resist the gospel or 

reject his testimony. When he does meet opposition, he tries to be patient with other people’s blindness and 

stubbornness just as he knows the Lord was, and continues to be, patient with his own blindness and stubbornness. 

  

God’s most effective peacemakers are often the simplest and least noticed people. They do not try to attract attention 

to themselves. They seldom win headlines or prizes for their peacemaking, because, by its very nature, true 

peacemaking is unobtrusive and prefers to go unnoticed. Because they bring righteousness and truth wherever they 

go, peacemakers are frequently accused of being troublemakers and disturbers of the peace—as Ahab accused Elijah 

of being (1 Kings 18:17) and the Jewish leaders accused Jesus of being (Luke 23:2, 5). But God knows their hearts, 

and He honors their work because they are working for His peace in His power. God’s peacemakers are never 

unfruitful or unrewarded. This is a mark of a true kingdom citizen: he not only hungers for righteousness and 

holiness in his own life but has a passionate desire to see those virtues in the lives of others. 

  

The Merit of Peace: Eternal Sonship in the Kingdom  
The merit, or result, of peacemaking is eternal blessing as God’s children in God’s kingdom. Peacemakers shall be  

called sons of God.  

  

Most of us are thankful for our heritage, our ancestors, our parents, and our family name. It is especially gratifying to 

have been influenced by godly grandparents and to have been raised by godly parents. But the greatest human 

heritage cannot match the believer’s heritage in Jesus Christ, because we are “heirs of God and fellow heirs with 

Christ” (Rom. 8:17). Nothing compares to being a child of God.  
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Both huios and teknon are used in the New Testament to speak of believers’ relationship to God. Teknon (child) is a 

term of tender affection and endearment as well as of relationship (see John 1:12; Eph. 5:8; 1 Pet. 1:14; etc.). Sons, 

however, is from huios, which expresses the dignity and honor of the relationship of a child to his parents. As God’s 

peacemakers we are promised the glorious blessing of eternal sonship in His eternal kingdom.  

  

Peacemaking is a hallmark of God’s children. A person who is not a peacemaker either is not a Christian or is a 

disobedient Christian. The person who is continually disruptive, divisive, and quarrelsome has good reason to doubt 

his relationship to God altogether. God’s sons—that is, all of His children, both male and female—are peacemakers. 

Only God determines who His children are, and He has determined that they are the humble, the penitent over sin, 

the gentle, the seekers of righteousness, the merciful, the pure in heart, and the peacemakers.  

  
Shall be called is in a continuous future passive tense. Throughout eternity peacemakers will go by the name 

“children of God.” The passive form indicates that all heaven will call peacemakers sons of God, because God 

Himself has declared them to be His children.  

  

Jacob loved Benjamin so much that his whole life came to be bound up in the life of that son (Gen. 44:30). Any 

parent worthy of the name loves his children more than his own life, and immeasurably more than all of his 

possessions together. God loves His children today as He loved Israel of old, as “the apple of His eye” (Zech. 2:8; cf. 

Ps. 17:8). The Hebrew expression “apple of the eye” referred to the cornea, the most exposed and sensitive part of the 

eye, the part we are the most careful to protect. That is what God’s children are to Him: those whom He is most 

sensitive about and most desires to protect. To attack God’s children is to poke a finger in God’s eye. Offense against 

Christians is offense against God, because they are His very own children.  

  

God puts the tears of His children in a bottle (Ps. 56:8), a figure reflecting the Hebrew custom of placing into a bottle 

the tears shed over a loved one. God cares for us so much that He stores up His remembrances of our sorrows and 

afflictions. God’s children matter greatly to Him, and it is no little thing that we can call Him Father.  

  

God’s peacemakers will not always have peace in the world. As Jesus makes clear by the last beatitude, persecution 

follows peacemaking. In Christ we have forsaken the false peace of the world, and consequently we often will not 

have peace with the world. But as God’s children we may always have peace even while we are in the world—the 

peace of God, which the world cannot give and the world cannot take away. 

  

Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are you when men cast insults at you, and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely, on 

account of Me. Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great, for so they persecuted the prophets who 

were before you.” (5:10-12) 

  

Of all the beatitudes, this last one seems the most contrary to human thinking and experience. The world does not 

associate happiness with humility, mourning over sin, gentleness, righteousness, mercy, purity of heart, or 

peacemaking holiness. Even less does it associate happiness with persecution. 

  

Some years ago a popular national magazine took a survey to determine the things that make people happy. 

According to the responses they received, happy people enjoy other people but are not self-sacrificing; they refuse to 

participate in any negative feelings or emotions; and they have a sense of accomplishment based on their own self-

sufficiency. 

  

The person described by those principles is completely contrary to the kind of person the Lord says will be 

authentically happy. Jesus says a blessed person is not one who is self-sufficient but one who recognizes his own 

emptiness and need, who comes to God as a beggar, knowing he has no resources in himself. He is not confident in 

his own ability but is very much aware of his own inability. Such a person, Jesus says, is not at all positive about 

himself but mourns over his own sinfulness and isolation from a holy God. To be genuinely content, a person must 

not be self-serving but self-sacrificing. He must be gentle, merciful, pure in heart, yearn for righteousness, and seek 

to make peace on God’s terms—even if those attitudes cause him to suffer. 
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The Lord’s opening thrust in the Sermon on the Mount climaxes with this great and sobering truth: those who 

faithfully live according to the first seven beatitudes are guaranteed at some point to experience the eighth. Those 

who live righteously will inevitably be persecuted for it. Godliness generates hostility and antagonism from the 

world. The crowning feature of the happy person is persecution! Kingdom people are rejected people. Holy people 

are singularly blessed, but they pay a price for it. 

  

The last beatitude is really two in one, a single beatitude repeated and expanded. Blessed is mentioned twice (vv. 10, 

11), but only one characteristic (persecuted) is given, although it is mentioned three times, and only one result (for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven) is promised. Blessed apparently is repeated to emphasize the generous blessing 

given by God to those who are persecuted. “Double-blessed are those who are persecuted,” Jesus seems to be saying. 

  

Three distinct aspects of kingdom faithfulness are spoken of in this beatitude: the persecution, the promise, and the 

posture. 

  

The Persecution  
Those who have been persecuted are the citizens of the kingdom, those who live out the previous seven beatitudes. 

To the degree that they fulfill the first seven they may experience the eighth.  

  

“All who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). Before writing those words Paul had 

just mentioned some of his own “persecutions, and suffering, such as happened to me at Antioch, at Iconium and at 

Lystra” (v. 11). As one who lived the kingdom life he had been persecuted, and all others who live the kingdom life 

can expect similar treatment. What was true in ancient Israel is true today and will remain true until the Lord returns. 

“As at that time he who was born according to the flesh persecuted him who was born according to the Spirit, so it is 

now also” (Gal. 4:29).  

  

Imagine a man who accepted a new job in which he had to work with especially profane people. When at the end of 

the first day his wife asked him how he had managed, he said, “Terrific! They never guessed I was a Christian.” As 

long as people have no reason to believe that we are Christians, at least obedient and righteous Christians, we need 

not worry about persecution. But as we manifest the standards of Christ we will share the reproach of Christ. Those 

born only of the flesh will persecute those born of the Spirit.  

  

To live for Christ is to live in opposition to Satan in his world and in his system. Christlikeness in us will produce the 

same results as Christlikeness did in the apostles, in the rest of the early church, and in believers throughout history. 

Christ living in His people today produces the same reaction from the world that Christ Himself produced when He 

lived on earth as a man.  

  

Righteousness is confrontational, and even when it is not preached in so many words, it confronts wickedness by its 

very contrast. Abel did not preach to Cain, but Abel’s righteous life, typified by his proper sacrifice to the Lord, was 

a constant rebuke to his wicked brother—who in a rage finally slew him. When Moses chose to identify with his own 

despised Hebrew people rather than compromise himself in the pleasures of pagan Egyptian society, he paid a great 

price. But he considered “the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt” (Heb. 11:26).  

  

The Puritan writer Thomas Watson said of Christians: “Though they be never so meek, merciful, pure in heart, their 

piety will not shield them from sufferings. They must hang their harp on the willows and take the cross. The way to 

heaven is by way of thorns and blood…. Set it down as a maxim, if you will follow Christ you must see the swords 

and staves” (The Beatitudes [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1971], pp. 259-60).  

  

Persecution is one of the surest and most tangible evidences of salvation. Persecution is not incidental to faithful 

Christian living but is certain evidence of it. Paul encouraged the Thessalonians by sending them Timothy, “so that 

no man may be disturbed by these afflictions; for you yourselves know that we have been destined for this. For 

indeed when we were with you, we kept telling you in advance that we were going to suffer affliction; and so it came 

to pass, as you know” (1 Thess. 3:3-4). Suffering persecution is part of the normal Christian life (cf. Rom. 8:16-17). 
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And if we never experience ridicule, criticism, or rejection because of our faith, we have reason to examine the 

genuineness of it. “For to you it has been granted for Christ’s sake,” Paul says, “not only to believe in Him, but also 

to suffer for His sake, experiencing the same conflict which you saw in me, and now hear to be in me” (Phil. 1:29-

30). Persecution for Christ’s sake is a sign of our own salvation just as it is a sign of damnation for those who do the 

persecuting (v. 28).  

  

Whether Christians live in a relatively protected and tolerant society or whether they live under a godless, totalitarian 

regime, the world will find ways to persecute Christ’s church. To live a redeemed life to its fullest is to invite and to 

expect resentment and reaction from the world.  

  

The fact that many professed believers are popular and praised by the world does not indicate that the world has 

raised its standards but that many who call themselves by Christ’s name have lowered theirs. As the time for Christ’s 

appearing grows closer we can expect opposition from the world to increase, not decrease. When Christians are not 

persecuted in some way by society it means that they are reflecting rather than confronting that society. And when 

we please the world we can be sure that we grieve the Lord (cf. James 4:4; 1 John 2:15-17).  

  

When (hotan) can also mean whenever. The idea conveyed in the term is not that believers will be in a constant state 

of opposition, ridicule, or persecution, but that, whenever those things come to us because of our faith, we should not 

be surprised or resentful. Jesus was not constantly opposed and ridiculed, nor were the apostles. There were times of 

peace and even popularity. But every faithful believer will at times have some resistance and ridicule from the world, 

while others, for God’s own purposes, will endure more extreme suffering. But whenever and however affliction 

comes to the child of God, his heavenly Father will be there with him to encourage and to bless. Our responsibility is 

not to seek out persecution, but to be willing to endure whatever trouble our faithfulness to Jesus Christ may bring, 

and to see it as a confirmation of true salvation.  

  

The way to avoid persecution is obvious and easy. To live like the world, or at least to “live and let live,” will cost us 

nothing. To mimic the world’s standards, or never to criticize them, will cost us nothing. To keep quiet about the 

gospel, especially the truth that apart from its saving power men remain in their sins and are destined for hell, will 

cost us nothing. To go along with the world, to laugh at its jokes, to enjoy its entertainment, to smile when it mocks 

God and takes His name in vain, and to be ashamed to take a stand for Christ will not bring persecution. Those are 

the habits of sham Christians.  

  

Jesus does not take faithlessness lightly. “For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words, of him will the Son of Man 

be ashamed when He comes in His glory, and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels” (Luke 9:26). If we are 

ashamed of Christ, He will be ashamed of us. Christ also warned, “Woe to you when all men speak well of you, for 

in the same way their fathers used to treat the false prophets” (Luke 6:26). To he popular with everyone is either to 

have compromised the faith or not to have true faith at all.  

  

Though it was early in His ministry, by the time Jesus preached the Sermon on the Mount He had already faced 

opposition. After He healed the man on the Sabbath, “the Pharisees went out and immediately began taking counsel 

with the Herodians against Him, as to how they might destroy Him” (Mark 3:6). We learn from Luke that they were 

actually hoping Jesus would heal on the Sabbath “in order that they might find reason to accuse Him” (Luke 6:7). 

They already hated His teaching and wanted Him to commit an act serious enough to warrant His arrest.  

  

Our Lord made it clear from His earliest teaching, and His opponents made it clear from their earliest reactions, that 

following Him was costly. Those who entered His kingdom would suffer for Him before they would reign with Him. 

That is the hard honesty that every preacher, evangelist, and witness of Christ should exemplify, We do the Lord no 

honor and those to whom we witness no benefit by hiding or minimizing the cost of following Him.  

  

The cost of discipleship is billed to believers in many different ways. A Christian stonemason in Ephesus in Paul’s 

day might have been asked to help build a pagan temple or shrine. Because he could not do that in good conscience, 

his faith would cost him the work and possibly his job and career. A believer today might be expected to hedge on 

the quality of his work in order to increase company profits. To follow His conscience in obedience to the Lord could 
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also cost his job or at least a promotion. A Christian housewife who refuses to listen to gossip or to laugh at the crude 

jokes of her neighbors may find herself ostracized. Some costs will be known in advance and some will surprise us. 

Some costs will be great and some will be slight. But by the Lord’s and the apostles’ repeated promises, faithfulness 

always has a cost, which true Christians are willing to pay (contrast Matt. 13:20-21).  

  

The second-century Christian leader Tertullian was once approached by a man who said, “I have come to Christ, but 

I don’t know what to do. I have a job that I don’t think is consistent with what Scripture teaches. What can I do? I 

must live.” To that Tertullian replied, “Must you?” Loyalty to Christ is the Christian’s only true choice. To be 

prepared for kingdom life is to be prepared for loneliness, misunderstanding, ridicule, rejection, and unfair treatment 

of every sort.  

  

In the early days of the church the price paid was often the ultimate. To choose Christ might mean choosing death by 

stoning, by being covered with pitch and used as a human torch for Nero, or by being wrapped in animal skins and 

thrown to vicious hunting dogs. To choose Christ could mean torture by any number of excessively cruel and painful 

ways. That was the very thing Christ had in mind when He identified His followers as those willing to bear their 

crosses. That has no reference to mystical devotion, but is a call to be ready to die, if need be, for the cause of the 

Lord (see Matt. 10:35-39; 16:24-25).  

  

In resentment against the gospel the Romans invented charges against Christians, such as accusing them of being 

cannibals because in the Lord’s Supper they spoke of eating Jesus’ body and drinking His blood. They accused them 

of having sexual orgies at their love feasts and even of setting fire to Rome. They branded believers as 

revolutionaries because they called Jesus Lord and King and spoke of God’s destroying the earth by fire.  

  

By the end of the first century, Rome had expanded almost to the outer limits of the known world, and unity became 

more and more of a problem. Because only the emperor personified the entire empire, the caesars came to be deified, 

and their worship was demanded as a unifying and cohesive influence. It became compulsory to give a verbal oath of 

allegiance to caesar once a year, for which a person would be given a verifying certificate, called a libellus. After 

publicly proclaiming, “Caesar is Lord,” the person was free to worship any other gods he chose. Because faithful 

Christians refused to declare such an allegiance to anyone but Christ, they were considered traitors—for which they 

suffered confiscation of property, loss of work, imprisonment, and often death. One Roman poet spoke of them as 

“the panting, huddling flock whose only crime was Christ.”  

In the last beatitude Jesus speaks of three specific types of affliction endured for Christ’s sake: physical persecution, 

verbal insult, and false accusation. 

  

The Promise 
But compared to what is gained, even a martyr’s price is small. Each beatitude begins with blessed and, as already 

suggested, Jesus pronounces a double blessing on those who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness, which is 

for His own sake. The specific blessing promised to those who are so persecuted is that theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven. The citizens of the kingdom are going to inherit the kingdom. Paul expresses a similar thought in 2 

Thessalonians 1:5-7—“This a plain indication of God’s righteous judgment so that you may be considered worthy of 

the kingdom of God, for which indeed you are suffering. For after all it is only just for God to repay with affliction 

those who afflict you, and to give relief to you who are afflicted and to us as well when the Lord Jesus shall be 

revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire.” 

  

Jesus said, “Truly I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or 

children or farms, for My sake and for the gospel’s sake, but that he shall receive a hundred times as much now in 

the present age, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and farms, along with persecutions; and 

in the age to come, eternal life” (Mark 10:29-30). 

  

First, we are promised blessings here and now Joseph was sold into slavery by his brothers, was falsely accused by 

Potiphar’s wife, and was imprisoned. But the Lord raised him to be the prime minister of Egypt and used him to save 

His chosen people from starvation and extinction. Daniel was thrown into a den of lions because of his refusal to stop 

worshiping the Lord. Not only was his life spared, but he was restored to his high position as the most valued 



Page 139 of 154 

 

commissioner of King Darius, and the king made a declaration that “in all the dominion of my kingdom men are to 

fear and tremble before the God of Daniel; for He is the living God and enduring forever” (Dan. 6:26). 

  

Not every believer is rewarded in this life with the things of this life. But every believer is rewarded in this life with 

the comfort, strength, and joy of His indwelling Lord. He is also blessed with the assurance that no service or 

sacrifice for the Lord will be in vain. 

  

As a sequel to his book Peace Child, Don Richardson has written Lords of the Earth (Glendale, Calif.: Regal, 1977). 

He tells the story of Stan Dale, another missionary to Irian Jaya, Indonesia, who ministered to the Yali tribe in the 

Snow Mountains. The Yali had one of the strictest known religions in the world. For a tribe member even to 

question, much less disobey, one of its tenets brought instant death. There could never be any change or 

modification. The Yali had many sacred spots scattered throughout their territory. If even a small child were to crawl 

onto one of those sacred pieces of ground, he was considered defiled and cursed. To keep the whole village from 

being involved in that curse, the child would he thrown into the rushing Heluk River to drown and be washed 

downstream. 

  

Finally, there is the reward of the eternal kingdom, the blessing of all blessings of living forever in our Lord’s 

kingdom enjoying His very presence. The ultimate fruit of kingdom life is eternal life. Even if the world takes from 

us every possession, every freedom, every comfort, every satisfaction of physical life, it can take nothing from our 

spiritual life, either now or throughout eternity. 

  

The Beatitudes begin and end with the promise of the kingdom of heaven (cf. v. 3). The major promise of the 

Beatitudes is that in Christ we become kingdom citizens now and forever. No matter what the world does to us, it 

cannot affect our possession of Christ’s kingdom. 

  

(5:9) Peacemakers: to bring men together; to make peace between men and God; to solve disputes and erase 

divisions; to reconcile differences and eliminate strife; to silence tongues and build right relationships. 

     1.   Who is the peacemaker? 

a.  The person who strives to make peace with God (Romans 5:1; Ephes. 2:14-17). He conquers the inner 

struggle, settles the inner tension, handles the inner pressure. He takes the struggle within his heart between 

good and evil, and strives for the good and conquers the bad. 

b.  The person who strives at every opportunity to make peace within others. He seeks and leads others to 

make their peace with God—to conquer their inner struggle, to settle their inner tension, to handle their 

inner pressure. 

c.  The person who strives at every opportunity to make peace between others. He works to solve disputes and 

erase divisions, to reconcile differences and eliminate strife, to silence tongues and build relationships. 

     2.   The peacemaker is the person who has made peace with God (Romans 5:1), and knows the peace of God (see 

note—John 14:27). 

     3.   Peacemakers love peace, but they do not passively accept trouble. There are those who claim to love peace, 

yet they remove themselves from all trouble. They ignore and flee problems and threatening situations, and they 

often evade issues. They make no attempt to bring peace between others. The peacemaker (of whom Christ speaks) 

faces the trouble no matter how dangerous, and works to bring a true peace no matter the struggle. 

     4.   The world has its troublemakers. Practically every organization has its troublemakers, including the church. 

Wherever the troublemaker is, there is criticism, grumbling, and murmuring; and, too often, a division within the 

body—a division that is sometimes minor, sometimes major; sometimes just distasteful, sometimes outright bitter. 

The peacemaker cannot stand such. He goes forth to settle the matter, solve the problem, handle the differences, and 

reconcile the parties. 

     5.   The gospel of Christ is to be spread by peaceful means, not by forceful means. There are many kinds of force. 

a.  There is verbal force through loudness, a dominating conversation, improper sales tactics, threats, bigotry, 

and abuse. 

b.There is physical force through facial expressions, body motions, an overpowering presence, and attacks. 
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(5:10-12) Persecuted: to endure suffering for Christ; to be mocked, ridiculed, criticized, ostracized; to be treated 

with hostility; to be martyred.  

  

Note several significant points. 

     1.   There are three major kinds of persecution mentioned by Christ in this passage: 

        Being reviled: verbally abused, insulted, scolded, mocked (cruel mockings, Hebrews 11:36). 

        Persecuted: hurt, ostracized, attacked, tortured, martyred, and treated hostily. 

        Having all manner of evil spoken against: slandered, cursed, and lied about (cp. Psalm 35:11; Acts 

17:6-7; cp. “hard speeches,” that is, harsh, defiant words, Jude 15). 

     2.   Who are the persecuted? 

a.  The person who lives and speaks for righteousness and is reacted against. 

b.  The person who lives and speaks for Christ and is reviled, persecuted, and spoken against. 

     3.   Persecution is a paradox. It reveals that the true nature of the world is evil. Think about it: the person who 

lives and speaks for righteousness is opposed and persecuted. The person who cares and works for the true love, 

justice, and salvation of the world is actually fought against. How deceived is the world and its humanity, to rush 

onward in madness for nothing but to return to dust, to seek life only for some seventy years (if nothing happens 

before then)! 

     4.   Believers are forewarned, they shall suffer persecution. 

a.  Believers shall suffer persecution because they are not of this world. They are called out of the world. They 

are in the world, but they are not of the world. They are separated from the behavior of the world. 

Therefore, the world reacts against them. 

b.  They shall suffer persecution because believers strip away the world’s cloak of sin. They live and 

demonstrate a life of righteousness. They do not compromise with the world and its sinful behavior. They 

live pure and godly lives, having nothing to do with the sinful pleasures of a corruptible world. Such living 

exposes the sins of people. 

c.  They shall suffer persecution because the world does not know God nor Christ. The ungodly of the world 

want no God other than themselves and their own imaginations. They want to do just what they want—to 

fulfill their own desires, not what God wishes and demands. However, the godly believer dedicates his life 

to God, to His worship and service. The ungodly want no part of God; therefore, they oppose those who 

talk about God and man’s duty to honor and worship God. 

d.  They shall suffer persecution because the world is deceived in its concept and belief of God. The world 

conceives God to be the One who fulfills their earthly desires and lusts (John 16:2-3). Man’s idea of God is 

that of a Supreme Grandfather. They think that God protects, provides, and gives no matter what a 

person’s behavior is, just so the behavior is not too far out, that God will accept and work all things out in 

the final analysis. However, the true believer teaches against this. God is love, but He is also just and 

demands righteousness. The world rebels against this concept of God. 

     5.   Persecutions can erupt from the most devilish imaginations of men. 

     6.   What is to be the believer’s attitude toward persecution? 

a.  It is not to be retaliation, pride, spiritual superiority. 

b.  It is to be joy and gladness (Matthew 5:12; 2 Cor. 12:10; 1 Peter 4:12-13). 

     7.   The persecuted are promised great rewards. 

a.  The Kingdom of Heaven—now. 

        They experience a special honor (Acts 5:41). 

        They experience a special consolation (2 Cor. 1:5). 

        They are given a very special closeness, a glow of the Lord’s presence. 

        They become a greater witness for Christ (2 Cor. 1:4-6). 

b.  The Kingdom of Heaven—eternally. 

  

The Posture  
Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

(5:12)  
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The believer’s response to persecution and affliction should not be to retreat and hide. To escape from the world is to 

escape responsibility. Because we belong to Christ, we are no longer of this world, but He has sent us into this world 

to serve just as He Himself came into this world to serve (John 17:14-18).  

  

His followers are “the salt of the earth” and the “light of the world” (Matt. 5:13-14). For our salt to flavor the earth 

and our light to lighten the world we must he active in the world. The gospel is not given to be hidden but to 

enlighten. “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father 

who is in heaven” (vv. 15-16).  

  

When we become Christ’s salt and Christ’s light, our salt will sting the world’s open wounds of sin and our light will 

irritate its eyes that are used to darkness. But even when our salt and light are resented, rejected, and thrown back in 

our face, we should rejoice, and be glad.  

  
Be glad is from agalliaoô, which means to exult, to rejoice greatly, to be overjoyed, as is clear in the King James 

Version, “be exceeding glad.” The literal meaning is to skip and jump with happy excitement. Jesus uses the 

imperative mood, which makes His words more than a suggestion. We are commanded to be glad. Not to be glad 

when we suffer for Christ’s sake is to be untrusting and disobedient.  

  

The world can take away a great deal from God’s people, but it cannot take away their joy and their happiness. We 

know that nothing the world can do to us is permanent. When people attack us for Christ’s sake, they are really 

attacking Him (cf. Gal. 6:17; Col. 1:24). And their attacks can do us no more permanent damage than they can do 

Him.  

  

Jesus gives two reasons for our rejoicing and being glad when we are persecuted for His sake. First, He says, your 

reward in heaven is great. Our present life is no more than “a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes 

away” (James 4:14); but heaven is forever. Small wonder that Jesus tells us not to lay up treasures for ourselves here 

on earth, “where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But lay up for yourselves treasures in 

heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal” (Matt. 6:19-20). Whatever 

we do for the Lord now including suffering for Him—in fact, especially suffering for Him—reaps eternal dividends.  

  

God’s dividends are not ordinary dividends. They are not only eternal but are also great. If God “is able to do 

exceedingly abundantly beyond all that we ask or think” (Eph. 3:20), how much more abundantly is He able to grant 

what He Himself promises to us?  

  

We often hear, and perhaps are tempted to think, that it is unspiritual and crass to serve God for the sake of rewards. 

But that is one of the motives that God Himself gives for serving Him. We first of all serve and obey Christ because 

we love Him, just as on earth He loved and obeyed the Father because He loved Him. But it was also because of “the 

joy set before Him” that Christ Himself “endured the cross, despising the shame” (Heb. 12:2). It is neither selfish nor 

unspiritual to do the Lord’s work for a motive that He Himself gives and has followed.  

  

Second, we are to rejoice because the world persecuted the prophets who were before us in the same way that it 

persecutes us. When we suffer for Christ’s sake, we are in the best possible company. To be afflicted for 

righteousness’s sake is to stand in the ranks of the prophets. Persecution is a mark of our faithfulness just as it was a 

mark of the prophets’ faithfulness. When we suffer for Christ’s sake we know beyond a doubt that we belong to God, 

because we are experiencing the same reaction from the world that the prophets experienced.  

  

When we suffer for our Lord we join with the prophets and the other saints of old who “experienced mockings and 

scourgings, yes, also chains and imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were tempted, they 

were put to death with the sword; they went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated 

(men of whom the world was not worthy), wandering in deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground” 

(Heb. 11:36-38). Though the world is not worthy of their company, every persecuted believer is. To be persecuted 

verifies that we belong to the line of the righteous.  
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Our assurance of salvation does not come from knowing we made a decision somewhere in the past. Rather, our 

assurance that the decision was a true decision for Jesus Christ is found in the life of righteousness that results in 

suffering for the sake of Christ. Many will claim to have preached Christ, cast out demons, and done mighty works 

for His sake, but will be refused heaven (Matt. 7:21-23). But none who have suffered righteously for Him will be left 

out.  

  

The world cannot handle the righteous life that characterizes kingdom living. It is not understandable and acceptable 

to them, and they cannot stomach it even in others. Poverty of spirit runs counter to the pride of the unbelieving 

heart. The repentant, contrite disposition that mourns over sin is never appreciated by the callous, indifferent, 

unsympathetic world. The meek and quiet spirit that takes wrong and does not strike back is regarded as 

pusillanimous, and it rasps against the militant, vengeful spirit characteristic of the world. To long after righteousness 

is repugnant to those whose fleshly cravings are rebuked by it, as is a merciful spirit to those whose hearts are hard 

and cruel. Purity of heart is a painful light that exposes hypocrisy and corruption, and peacemaking is a virtue praised 

by the contentious, self-seeking world in words but not in heart.  

  

John Chrysostom, a godly leader in the fourth-century church preached so strongly against sin that he offended the 

unscrupulous Empress Eudoxia as well as many church officials. When summoned before Emperor Arcadius, 

Chrysostom was threatened with banishment if he did not cease his uncompromising preaching. His response was, 

“Sire, you cannot banish me, for the world is my Father’s house.” “Then I will slay you,” Arcadius said. “Nay, but 

you cannot, for my life is hid with Christ in God,” came the answer. “Your treasures will be confiscated” was the 

next threat, to which John replied, “Sire, that cannot be, either. My treasures are in heaven, where none can break 

through and steal.” “Then I will drive you from man, and you will have no friends left!” was the final, desperate 

warning. “That you cannot do, either,” answered John, “for I have a Friend in heaven who has said, I will never leave 

you or forsake you.’” Chrysostom was indeed banished, first to Armenia and then farther away to Pityus on the Black 

Sea, to which he never arrived because he died on the way. But neither his banishment nor his death disproved or 

diminished his claims. The things that he valued most highly not even an emperor could take from him. 

  

When Jesus called the Pharisees "serpents . . . generation of vipers," He was identifying them with Satan who is the 

serpent (Gen. 3:1ff). In His Parable of the Tares, Jesus made it clear that Satan has a family (Matt. 13:38). Satan is a 

murderer and a liar (John 8:44), and his children follow his example. The Pharisees were liars (Matt. 23:30) and 

murderers (Matt. 23:34). 

 

It was traditional for the Pharisees to build, improve, and embellish the tombs of the martyrs. But it was "their 

fathers" who killed the martyrs! Not their biological fathers, of course, but their "spiritual fathers"—the hypocrites of 

the past ages. 

 

There have always been counterfeit believers in the world, starting with Cain (Gen. 4:1-15; 1 John 3:10-15). The 

Pharisees and their kind are guilty of all the righteous blood shed in the name of "religion."  

 

The first martyr recorded in Old Testament Scripture was Abel (Gen. 4), and the last one recorded was the Prophet 

Zechariah (2 Chron. 24:20-22—the Hebrew Bible ends with 2 Chronicles, not Malachi). 

 

What will be the result of this long history of murders? Terrible judgment! "This generation" (the "generation of 

vipers," Matt. 23:33) would taste the wrath of God when the cup of iniquity was full (Gen. 15:16; Matt. 23:32). Some 

of this judgment came when Jerusalem was destroyed, and the rest will be meted out in eternity. 

 

False Leaders Are Cursed for Their Pretension  
Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets and adorn the  

monuments of the righteous, and say, ‘If we had been living in the days of our fathers, we would not have been 

partners with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.’ Consequently you bear witness against yourselves, that 

you are sons of those who murdered the prophets. Fill up then the measure of the guilt of your fathers. You serpents, 

you brood of vipers, how shall you escape the sentence of hell? (23:29-33)  
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Seventh and last, Jesus cursed the scribes and Pharisees for their pretension in presuming to be superior to others, 

including their forefathers.  

  

For many hundreds of years these leaders had been in the vanguard of ventures to build the tombs of the prophets 

and adorn the monuments of the righteous saints and heroes of Israel. They would have been on the speaker’s 

platform in ceremonies honoring the great men of the past and would have voiced the loudest adulations. Realizing 

that many of those saints had been persecuted and martyred by their own forefathers, the scribes and Pharisees made 

vehement disclaimers for themselves, asserting self-righteously: “If we had been living in the days of our fathers, 

we would not have been partners with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.”  

  

But Jesus repudiated their pretension and exposed their true character, declaring that “consequently you bear 

witness against yourselves, that you are sons of those who murdered the prophets.” At that very moment they 

were plotting to kill Jesus, their Messiah and the Prophet of prophets, proving they were even more wicked than their 

ungodly ancestors. They were so consumed by hatred of the truth and righteousness of God that they were totally 

blinded to the fact that they were about to crucify the very Son of God.  

  

“Fill up then the measure of the guilt of your fathers,” Jesus said. “Your scheming to put to death the greatest 

prophet of all,” He declared in effect, “will be the final measure of the murderous conspiracies of your fathers 

against God’s messengers.” They were about to culminate all the guilt of those in the past who killed God’s 

messengers. This was the supreme act of sin against God’s prophets, as they murdered the Prophet-Messiah. In a 

final curse Jesus exclaimed, “You serpents, you brood of vipers, how shall you escape the sentence of hell?” The 

question was rhetorical, meaning that they could not possibly escape the sentence of hell if they carried out the evil 

intent that now poisoned their hearts.  

  

Ophis (serpents) was a general word for snakes, but echidna (vipers) referred to small poisonous snakes that lived 

primarily in the desert regions of Palestine and other parts of the eastern Mediterranean. Because they looked like a 

dried twig when they were still, a person collecting wood for a fire would often pick one up inadvertently and be 

bitten, as happened to Paul on the island of Malta. That particular viper was deadly and when Paul suffered no harm 

from the bite, the superstitious islanders thought he was a god (Acts 28:3, 6). Vipers therefore had the 

understandable reputation for being both deadly and deceitful.  

  

At the beginning of his ministry John the Baptist had called the unbelieving and unrepentant Pharisees and 

Sadducees who came to him for baptism a “brood of vipers” (Matt. 3:7), using exactly the same phrase used now by 

Jesus at the end of His ministry to describe those same false leaders. Neither the messages of John the Baptist nor of 

Jesus had any positive effect on those men, but served only to harden them in their unbelief and in their opposition to 

the gospel and to God’s righteous messengers.  

  

In pagan Greek culture, the echidna had long been associated with evil. In their mythology the name was given to a 

monster deity that was half snake and half woman and that gave birth to other monsters, including the murderous 

sphinx of Thebes.  

  

By the time of Christ, echidna was universally associated with extreme wickedness and danger. Therefore when 

Jesus called the scribes and Pharisees a brood of vipers, He was declaring them to be both evil and deadly.  

  

As explained earlier in this chapter, the term geenna (hell) was derived from the name of a valley near Jerusalem 

where trash and garbage continually burned. Jesus’ relating vipers to the sentence of hell suggests the common 

practice of a farmer’s burning the dried stubble in his field to prepare the land for the next planting. As the flames 

approached their dens, vipers would try to scurry away but were usually unsuccessful and consumed by the fire. 

Jesus said, in effect, “You wicked, deceitful men, do you really think you can outrun God’s fire of judgment?”  

  

As Jesus had just reminded them, those false leaders were guilty of keeping people out of the kingdom, guilty of 

subverting the people, guilty of perverting God’s truth, guilty of inverting God’s priorities, guilty of extorting God’s 
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people, guilty of spiritually contaminating everyone they touched, guilty of pretending to be righteous while being 

malevolent, and worst of all guilty of preparing to execute God’s own Son. 

  

(23:29-33) Religionists, False—Heritage—Roots: false religionists pride themselves in a godly heritage. Christ said 

four significant things about this point. 

     1.   False religionists honor the relics of the past. They show great respect for former prophets. They build, 

renovate, adorn and look after the tombs of the great men of the past. But note: Christ says they pay honor to their 

tombs and memory, not to their teaching and godly lives. 

     2.   False religionists denounce former abuses. Their forefathers had rejected, abused, and killed many of the 

prophets. The false religionists denounced such evil behavior. They preached and taught against murder. 

     3.   False religionists are prideful, claiming that they are better than the religious people of former years. They feel 

they are beyond such sins and would never have rejected and abused the prophets of God. They believe they would 

have gladly heard the preachers of the past and done exactly what they said. 

     4.   False religionists witness against themselves. They reverence the prophets of old but reject the prophets who 

are living. They reverence Abraham, Moses, Jeremiah, and Zechariah; but they reject God’s very own Son. In 

rejecting Him, they prove that they are just as their fathers were: murderers. They are children of their fathers, 

following in the very steps of their fathers, rejecting the messengers of God. Like father, like son. 

     Note what Christ said: they were filling up the measure or cup of murder which was begun by their fathers. Christ 

was probably saying that His death was the last drop. The cup was about to reach the filled point; the cup would not 

be able to take another drop. There would be no chance to turn to God after they killed the Prophet, Christ Himself. 

  

It is easy to honor great men of the past. They are not present to speak the truth and demand that we follow the truth. 

A dead man cannot disturb us with his warnings. Every generation has this one great deception: since they are more 

educated and technologically advanced, they think they are stronger and better off than the former generation. They 

think... 

 if they had been given the opportunities of the past, they would have done more with them.  

 if they had faced the temptations of the past, they would have withstood them better.  

  

PROCLAIMING THE JUDGMENT (MATTHEW 23:34-36) 
Therefore, behold, I am sending you prophets and wise men and scribes; some of them you will kill and crucify; and 

some of them you will scourge in your synagogues, and persecute from city to city, that upon you may fall the guilt of 

all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, the son of 

Berechiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar. Truly I say to you, all these things shall come upon 

this generation. (23:34-36) 

  

For centuries the Jews had awaited the arrival of their Messiah. The abiding hope in the heart of the Jew was that the 

day would soon come when the Messiah’s arrival and establishment of His kingdom would usher in the enduring age 

of promised blessing for God’s people. Every Jewish woman longed to be mother of that Messiah, and every Jewish 

man thought of rising to that place of prominence, honor, and service. 

  

Yet when the Messiah did come and did offer His kingdom and did promise blessing and hope and salvation, instead 

of receiving Him in faith and love His people rejected Him in unbelief and abhorrence. They so despised Him that 

they murdered Him and persecuted and often murdered His followers. 

  

In that grievous epoch in the history of Israel, God’s uniquely chosen and blessed people confirmed that they 

preferred falsehood above truth, darkness above light, iniquity above righteousness, their own worthless works above 

God’s divine grace, damnation above salvation, Satan’s way above God’s. They were called out by God’s grace and 

given His promises and covenants and laws. Yet when those blessings came to perfect consummation in the coming 

of their long-promised Messiah, the Lord and Savior, they rebelled against Him and put Him to death. 

  

Leading that rejection were the scribes and Pharisees, the epitome of false spiritual leaders. Those self-righteous, 

legalistic, hypocritical haters of God hungered and thirsted not for righteousness but for the blood of the righteous. At 
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the very moment Jesus addressed them face to face in the Temple, they were plotting His arrest and murder. In so 

doing, they were, as Jesus had just declared, filling “up then the measure of the guilt of [their] fathers” (Matt. 23:32). 

  

The phrase “fill up” is often used in Scripture in relation to sin, wrath, and judgment when those have reached their 

full limit. It depicts a cup filled to the brim with sin, which becomes a cup of condemnation. The cup that is full of 

sin is full of punishment to the same level. When sin is full it brings wrath, which when full brings judgment, which 

when full brings eternal destruction. Isaiah exclaimed, “Arise, O Jerusalem, you who have drunk from the Lord’s 

hand the cup of His anger; the chalice of reeling you have drained to the dregs” (Isa. 51:17). Jeremiah declared, “For 

thus the Lord, the God of Israel, says to me, ‘Take this cup of the wine of wrath from My hand, and cause all the 

nations, to whom I send you, to drink it’” (Jer. 25:15). Habakkuk warned Judah that “the cup in the Lord’s right hand 

will come around to you, and utter disgrace will come upon your glory” (Hab. 2:16). In the seventh bowl judgment in 

the final days, God will give Babylon, the paradigm of false religion, “the cup of the wine of His fierce wrath” (Rev. 

16:19). 

  

The scribes and Pharisees, and with them most of Israel, were about to fill up the limit of their sin. When man 

irrevocably rejects God, God irrevocably rejects him, giving him over to his own willful wickedness. When men “did 

not see fit to acknowledge God any longer,” Paul says, “God gave them over to a depraved mind, to do those things 

which are not proper,… and, although they know the ordinance of God, that those who practice such things are 

worthy of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty approval to those who practice them” (Rom. 1:28, 

32). Because Pharaoh had irrevocably hardened his heart against God, God confirmed that hardening (Ex. 9:34-35; 

cf. 4:21; 7:3, 13; 10:1). When Judas had irrevocably committed himself to betraying Christ, Jesus told him, “What 

you do, do quickly” (John 13:27), not approving what Judas had determined to do but divinely confirming that 

decision. 

  

Ever since there have been righteous men there have been persecutors and murderers of righteous men, who are a 

rebuke to unrighteousness. Whenever a society has the opportunity to express its hatred of righteousness, which 

reflects its hatred of God, it will abuse and, if possible, destroy the righteous people who belong to God. 

  

After Jesus finished His series of seven curses against the scribes and Pharisees (vv. 13-33), He added another word 

of warning, declaring that their judgment was both inevitable and imminent. 

  

Judgment Was Inevitable  
Therefore, behold, I am sending you prophets and wise men and scribes; some of them you will kill and crucify;  and 

some of them you will scourge in your synagogues, and persecute from city to city, that upon you may fall the guilt of 

all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, the son of 

Berechiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar. (23:34-35)  

  

Because the cup of their sin and the cup of God’s wrath would very shortly be filled up (vv. 32-33), therefore the 

judgment of the scribes and Pharisees was inevitable.  

  

“As evidence and verification of that judgment,” Jesus said, “Behold, I am sending you prophets and wise men 

and scribes; some of them you will kill and crucify and some of them you will scourge in your synagogues, and 

persecute from city to city.” In other words, after they crucified Him, their Messiah, they would proceed to kill and 

crucify His followers, especially the godly men He would send as His emissaries—the New Testament prophets and 

wise men and scribes.  

  

In mentioning both kill and crucify, Jesus was probably referring to Jewish and Roman means of execution, 

respectively. Jesus was crucified, of course, as also was Peter according to tradition. Stephen was stoned, and James 

was put to death by the sword (Acts 7:58-60; 12:2). Other believers in the early church were murdered by those and 

countless other methods.  

  

“Some of My followers,” Jesus predicted, “you will scourge in your synagogues.’ and persecute from city to city” 

All of the apostles experienced abuses for their faith, as did most other believers. “Five times I received from the 
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Jews thirty-nine lashes,” Paul recounted. “Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned” (2 Cor. 11:24-25).  

 

  

Before his conversion, Paul had himself been in the vanguard of those who persecuted Christians from city to city 

(Acts 8:1-4; 9:1-2), and after his conversion he was the recipient of such persecution. He was opposed in and 

frequently driven out of many cities, including Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:45, 50), Iconium (14:1-2), Lystra (14:19-

20), Thessalonica (17:5-10), Berea (17:13-14), Corinth (18:12-18), Jerusalem (21:27; 23:12), and Caesarea (24:1-9). 

Believers in the early church were continually hounded by the false spiritual leaders of Israel, who sought to stamp 

out the gospel of Christ.  

  

Characteristic of Matthew’s gospel, the three titles prophets and wise men and scribes were uniquely Jewish. 

Although He was speaking of the apostles and other teachers, preachers, and writers of the New Testament age, Jesus 

used Old Testament terms His hearers would be sure to understand. Those Spirit-endowed leaders would be used of 

God to minister His gospel to the world and to complete His written Word in order that men might accurately hear 

the full message of His grace and be saved.  

  

But those men would also fulfill another purpose, less consciously but as divinely ordained as that positive one. Just 

as they would be ministers of salvation they would also be ministers of judgment. Just as they would lead many to 

accept Jesus as Savior and Lord, they would also lead others to confirm their rejection of Him as Savior and Lord. “I 

am sending them to you.” Jesus said to the unbelieving scribes and Pharisees, “that upon you may fall the guilt of 

all the righteous blood shed on earth.” While others were having the opportunity to receive Him, they would have 

further opportunity to reject Him—which they would do. They would have additional chances to reject Him in order 

that they might pile upon themselves an even greater weight of guilt, which would earn them even more severe 

judgment (cf. Rom. 2:5).  

  

Hopoôs (that) relates to purpose, meaning “in order that” or “for the purpose of.” It was fully within God’s purpose 

that the wicked leaders of Israel, along with all other Jews who rejected Christ, have the guilt of all the righteous 

blood shed on earth come down on their heads. As far as the hardened scribes and Pharisees were concerned, the 

only gain they would receive from hearing more of the gospel would be more guilt and greater judgment.  

  

It is not that God desires for men to reject His grace and be condemned (2 Pet. 3:9) but that when they persist in 

rejecting Him, they bring upon themselves the righteous outpouring of His wrath. The more they hear of His truth, 

the more accountable and guilty they become if they continue to reject it.  

  

The scribes and Pharisees had all the accumulated revelation of the Old Testament, and for three years they had even 

received the perfect revelation of God’s own Son. And the more they accumulated God’s revelation without 

believing and following it, the more they accumulated God’s wrath and judgment in direct proportion. They and their 

generation could be held guilty for all the righteous blood shed on earth, because no generation in history has had 

or will ever have more of God’s light. They had God incarnate in their midst, who was Himself all truth and all light, 

yet they would not have Him.  

  

The western world today is in a similar situation. The church has not always witnessed to Christ as clearly, fully, or 

lovingly as it might, but no generation in history outside of that of Jesus’ own day has had more access to God’s truth 

and the way of salvation than twentieth century western man. In addition to having great light, we have had benefit of 

the accumulated light, power, and blessing of the gospel for 2,000 years. Yet each successive generation seems to 

reject the gospel more vehemently amassing for itself greater guilt and therefore greater judgment.  

  

Paul testified, “For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are 

perishing.” The great difference, he went on to explain, was that to the saved they were “an aroma from life to life,” 

whereas to the lost they were “an aroma from death to death” (2 Cor. 2:15-16). In other words, every time the gospel 

is proclaimed, it either draws men to Christ or drives them further away. Because it runs so contrary to popular 

notions about God, that truth is difficult for many Christians to accept. But the New Testament makes abundantly 

clear that the purpose of the gospel is not always to bring salvation; it has the equally divine purpose of bringing 
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judgment. As the saying goes, the same sun that softens the wax hardens the clay. God not only is a God of love, 

mercy, and grace but of holiness, wrath, and judgment; and Scripture is equally emphatic about both aspects of His 

nature.  

  

When men receive God’s Son and are saved, He is glorified because His grace is vindicated; and when they refuse 

His Son and are condemned, He is glorified because His holiness is vindicated. Knowing how troublesome the 

second part of that truth is even for many believers to accept, Paul went on to assert that he was “not like many 

peddling the word of God” in ways that were pleasing to men, “but as from sincerity but as from God, [he spoke] in 

Christ in the sight of God” (2 Cor. 2:17). Lest any of his readers think he was simply expressing personal fanaticism, 

the apostle categorically asserted that he was speaking not only sincerely but from God and in God’s sight.  

  

In his letter to the Romans, Paul presents the same truth in a somewhat different light. He anticipated that some 

people would object to his teaching that God “has mercy on whom He desires, and He hardens whom He desires,” 

and would ask, “Why does He still find fault? For who resists His will?” (Rom. 9:18-19). In reply the apostle said, 

On the contrary, who are you, O man, who answers back to God? The thing molded will not say to the molder, “Why 

did you make me like this,” will it? Or does not the potter have a right over the clay  

to make from the same lump one vessel for honorable use, and another for common use? What if God, although 

willing to demonstrate His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much patience vessels of wrath 

prepared for destruction? And He did so in order that He might make known the riches of His glory upon vessels of 

mercy which He prepared beforehand for glory (vv. 20-23)  

  

God is God, and whatever He does is right by definition, because He is both the source and the measure of what is 

right.  

  

In God’s final word to mankind in Scripture, He declared, “Let the one who does wrong, still do wrong; and let the 

one who is filthy still be filthy; and let the one who is righteous, still practice righteousness; and let the one who is 

holy still keep himself holy” (Rev. 22:11). As men are in the end, so they will be forever. And whether in His 

gracious saving of those who receive His Son or in His holy judgment of those who do not, He will be glorified 

forever.  

  
From the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, the Jews had been killing God’s people and storing 

up greater and greater wrath and judgment. Unrighteous Cain slew righteous Abel, his brother. He could not tolerate 

his brother’s purity and godliness, because righteousness itself is a type of judgment on sin, exposing it for what it is.  

  

The identity of Zechariah, the son of Berechiah, has long been debated among Bible students. According to 2 

Chronicles 24:20-21, Zechariah the son of Jehoiada was stoned to death by order of King Joash for his relentless 

stand against idolatry. His murder “in the court of the house of the Lord” occurred about 800 B.C., long before the 

end of the writing of the Old Testament.  

  

Over twenty men by the name of Zechariah are mentioned in Scripture, indicating that it was a very popular name. 

Among the hundreds or perhaps thousands of Zechariahs who had lived before Christ it would not be surprising if 

more than one had been killed in the Temple. Because Jesus was pointing out the extensiveness of persecution of 

righteous people, beginning with Abel and ending with Zechariah, it would suggest that He was covering the whole 

of Old Testament history, from creation to the end of the prophetic period. It is also significant that Zechariah wrote 

more of the coming Messiah than did any other prophet except Isaiah.  

  

The prophet Zechariah, whose father’s name was Berechiah (Zech. 1:1), was among the last prophets of Israel and 

apparently the last to be martyred. And although the Old Testament does not report his being murdered between the 

temple and the altar, it seems certain he was the Zechariah to whom Jesus referred.  

  

It is significant that Jesus said, whom you murdered, speaking directly to the scribes and Pharisees but including all 

unbelieving Israel (v. 36). Although the murder of the prophet had been over 500 years earlier, the wicked leaders the 

Lord now addressed had participated in it. By their murdering Jesus, the incarnation of righteousness, they proved 
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their complicity in and solidarity with the persecution and murder of every righteous person who has ever suffered at 

the hands of evil men. 

  

Judgment Was Imminent 
Truly I say to you, all these things shall come upon this generation. (23:36) 

  
All these things—that is, the multiplied guilt and judgment that unbelieving mankind had been accumulating since 

the Fall—was about to come down upon the head of this generation. There is no reason to believe Jesus was 

speaking any way but historically when He spoke of this generation. It would be that generation who would 

experience the total destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple less than forty years later, in A.D. 70., a time Jesus 

called the “days of vengeance” (Luke 21:22). He had in mind not only those to whom He was then speaking but all 

other false leaders and unbelieving Jews living at that time—in other words, the nation of Israel as a whole. In a 

tragic chronicle, its people have continued in suffering from then until now. 

  

In the year 66, Jewish revolution again broke out against Rome. Having taken as much as they could tolerate of 

Roman oppression, injustice, and pagan ways, the Jews turned against their rulers. Largely inspired by the Zealots, 

the party of radical nationalists known for their guerilla tactics and frequent terrorism, many Palestinian Jews took up 

whatever arms they could find and joined in rebellion. Rome struck back by slaughtering thousands of Jews in 

northern Galilee, and eventually Titus came down to Jerusalem with an army in excess of 80,000 men. After 

stationing his army throughout the city as well as all around it, the general demanded its immediate surrender. When 

the Jews replied with mocking laughter and attacks on the soldiers, the troops began a massacre that almost defies 

description. (See chapter 29 of this volume for a vivid eye-witness account by the famed Jewish historian Josephus.) 

  

About that same time, the Gentile inhabitants of Damascus are said to have slit the throats of ten thousand Jews 

living among them. Several centuries later, the Roman emperor Theodosius II enacted a legal code that declared Jews 

were inherently inferior and did not deserve the same legal protection and privileges as other people. Tragically, 

those anti-Semitic views came to permeate subsequent western culture and law. In A.D. 630, the Byzantine emperor 

Heraclitus banished from Jerusalem the Jews who had begun to resettle there. 

  

During the first crusade, which began in 1096, the established church in Europe instigated what was declared to be a 

holy war to deliver the Holy land from the Muslim Turks who had ruled it for many centuries. Fearing Jews would 

want to resettle and reclaim the land for themselves, many crusaders engaged in brutal massacres of European Jews, 

supposedly in the name of Christ, as they marched toward Palestine. Sometimes the soldiers would herd all the Jews 

in a town or city together and give them an ultimatum to confess Christ and be publicly baptized or else be killed. 

Some Jews made a verbal profession merely to save their lives, while others refused and were slain where they stood. 

The atrocities included trampling Jews under their horses’ hooves as well as other means of execution too brutal to 

mention. Rather than face such humiliation and horror, many Jews committed suicide when they were informed that 

crusaders were approaching. 

  

With little respite, for two thousand years the Jews have endured persecution after persecution, being maligned, 

falsely accused, treated unjustly, denied dignity and jobs and schooling and citizenship, driven out of country after 

country and not infrequently massacred without mercy—for no other reason than being Jewish. 

  

The modern state of Israel bears the marks of much of that persecution, including Titus’s destruction of the Temple, 

the excavated partial western wall of which is now called the wailing wall. There are also more modern relics there, 

such as tanks and other armored vehicles intentionally left to rust in public view as reminders of the costly battles 

Israelis have fought and continue to fight in defense of their new nation since it was founded in 1948. 

  

Yet as Jesus gravely declares in this passage, the divine preservation of the Jews is not only for God’s purpose of 

ultimately redeeming His chosen people but is also a perpetuation of their punishment. It is a continuing chastening 

that they will endure until Israel declares in faith, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord” (Matt. 23:39; 

cf. Ps. 118:26). 
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As we review these tragic woes from the lips of our Lord, we can see why the Pharisees were His enemies: 

· He emphasized the inner man; they were concerned with externals.  

· He taught a spiritual life based on principles, while the Pharisees majored on rules and regulations.  

· Jesus measured spirituality in terms of character, while the Pharisees measured it in terms of religious activities and 

conformity to external laws.  

· Jesus taught humility and sacrificial service; but the Pharisees were proud and used people to accomplish their own 

purposes.  

· The holy life of Jesus exposed their artificial piety and shallow religion.  

· Instead of coming out of the darkness, the Pharisees tried to put out the Light; and they failed. 

  

JESUS’ LAST WORDS TO ISRAEL (23:37-39) 
“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather 

your children together.’ the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings.’ and you were unwilling. Behold.’ your 

house is being left to you desolate! For I say to you.’ from now on your shall not see Me until you say.’ ‘Blessed is 

He who comes in the name of the Lord!’” (23:37-39) 

  

Jesus spoke these words of lamentation as a sincere expression of His love for Jerusalem, and His grief over the 

many opportunities for salvation that they had passed by. “Jerusalem” refers to the entire nation of Israel. The 

nation’s leaders had been guilty of repeated crimes as they rejected God’s messengers, and even killed some of them. 

But in His grace, Jesus came to gather the people and save them. 

  

“I would have . . . ye would not” summarizes the tragedy of final rejection of the truth. There is no argument here 

about divine sovereignty and human responsibility, for both are included. God could not force His salvation on the 

people; neither could He change the consequences of their stubborn rejection. “You will not come to Me that you 

may have life” (John 5:40). 

  

The image of the mother bird gathering and covering her brood is a familiar one. Moses used it in his farewell 

sermon (Deut. 32:11). It is a picture of love, tender care, and a willingness to die to protect others. Jesus did die for 

the sins of the world, including the nation of Israel: but “His own received Him not” (John 1:11). 

  

“Your house” probably means both the temple and the city, both of which would be destroyed in A.D. 70 by invading 

Roman armies. The temple was “My house” in Matthew 21:13, but now it has been abandoned and left empty. Jesus 

left both the temple and the city and went out to the Mount of Olives (Matt. 24:1-3). 

  

We cannot read this severe denunciation without marveling at the patience and goodness of the Lord. No nation has 

been blessed like Israel, and yet no nation has sinned against God’s goodness as has Israel. They have been the 

channel of God’s blessing to the world, for “salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). Yet they have suffered greatly in 

this world. 

  

Jesus was born a Jew, and He loved His nation. We who are Gentiles ought to thank God for the Jews, for they gave 

us the witness of the one true God, they gave us the Bible, and they gave us Jesus Christ the Saviour. Like Jesus, we 

ought to love the Jews, seek to win them, pray for the peace of Jerusalem, and encourage them every way we can. 

  

Since the call of Abraham, the Jews have been God’s special people, and a Christian who truly loves God cannot 

help loving the Jewish people. He has deep concern for their plight in our day and a heavy burden for their salvation 

in Christ, their Messiah. 

  

Throughout all the centuries of their oppression, including attempts to exterminate them, as in the Nazi holocaust, 

they have survived and been divinely preserved in their racial identity. Although they have been scattered to every 

part of the world, have become citizens in countless different countries, have intermarried with Gentiles, and even 

have differing opinions among themselves as to who a real Jew is, they continue as a distinct people. 
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To those who know and believe Scripture, their perpetuation is not surprising, because, since He made His covenant 

with Abraham some four thousand years ago, God has pledged to preserve His chosen people and one day to can 

them permanently back to Himself. 

  

In the meanwhile, they cry out to a God who never answers. They wonder why, if they are indeed His chosen people, 

they have suffered so much at the hands of the world’s most wicked people? Why if their Scriptures are truly the 

oracles of God, have they been so abandoned by God, who in those oracles so often promised to be their Provider and 

Deliverer? Why if He called all of His holy prophets from among them, has He since deserted them to the prejudice 

and malice of ungodly men? If they are the apple of God’s eye, why has so much hatred arisen specifically against 

them and caused them incalculable misery and anguish? 

  

In the close of this His last public message, Jesus gave the sobering answer to such questions, yet He gave it with 

intense compassion and with the assurance of Israel’s ultimate conversion. 

  

The Intense Compassion 
O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather 

your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were unwilling. Behold, your 

house is being left to you desolate! (23:37-38) 

  

As Jesus had entered Jerusalem the morning before, “He saw the city and wept over it, saying, ‘If you had known in 

this day even you, the things which make for Peace! But now they have been hidden from your eyes’” (Luke 19:41-

42). Jeremiah expressed similar grief when He considered the prospect of Judah’s being taken captive by Babylon 

because of her defiance of God: “My soul will sob in secret for such pride; and my eyes will bitterly weep and flow 

down with tears” (Jer. 13:17). 

  

Now Jesus expresses grief at the hardness of His people. There was great pathos as well as rebuke in His repeating 

the name, Jerusalem, Jerusalem. It was much as when He had said, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and bothered 

about so many things” (Luke 10:41); and when He had said, “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission 

to sift you like wheat” (Luke 22:31); and when He would say some years later, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting 

Me?” (Acts 9:4). The name Jerusalem means “city of peace,” and it was often called the holy city. But over many 

centuries it had become the city of violence and of unholiness. In the book of Revelation it is called, “the great city 

which mystically is called Sodom and Egypt” (11:8), Sodom representing moral perversion and Egypt representing 

pagan religion. The city of God had become the city of Satan. 

  

Using Jerusalem as representative of all Israel, the Lord again reminded the people of their rebellion against Him, 

manifested in their killing the prophets and stoning the other messengers He sent to her. The verbs kills and stones 

translate two Greek present active participles and could be rendered, “who are killing… and stoning,” indicating a 

process that was still continuing. Unbelieving, rebellious Israel had been killing God’s righteous people from Abel to 

Zechariah (v. 35), and they would soon kill God’s Son and then continue to kill the “prophets and wise men and 

scribes” that the Son Himself would send to them (v. 34). In the parable of the vineyard grower, Jesus described them 

as tenants who beat and killed the servants the owner sent to them and even killed the son and heir when he came 

(Matt. 21:33-39). 

  

It was never God’s ultimate plan and desire for His people to be punished but for them to return to Him in 

faithfulness and devotion. “How often I wanted to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her 

chicks under her wings,” Jesus lamented. He longed to draw Israel to Himself and protect her just as a mother hen 

gathers her chicks under her wings to protect them from a storm that would batter them or a hawk that would 

devour them. There was a beautiful intimacy and tenderness in Jesus’ words and no doubt in His voice as He 

mourned over His people. He had come “to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him” (John 1:11). 

  

David exulted, “How precious is Thy lovingkindness, O God! And the children of men take refuge in the shadow of 

Thy wings” (Ps. 36:7). It was God’s great desire that all men, especially His beloved children Israel, would take 

refuge under His wings. At many times and in many forms Jesus had often given invitations such as, “Come to Me, 
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all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am 

gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls” (Matt. 11:28-29). 

  

But you were unwilling, He said. He came to His people in truth and light and love and offered them the kingdom 

God had long promised, but they rejected the King and forfeited the kingdom. Instead of inheriting the blessing God 

proffered for their faith, they inherited the judgment He promised for their unbelief. 

  

Nothing in Scripture is more certain than the truth that God is sovereign over all things; but God’s Word nowhere 

teaches determinism, as this verse makes clear. God was abundantly willing for Israel and all men to receive and 

follow His Son, but most of them were unwilling. They did not turn from Christ because of fate but solely because 

of their own unwillingness. When a person rejects Christ, it is never God’s desire or God’s fault but always his own. 

  

A privilege was given to Israel that is absolutely unique in the history of mankind, and with that privilege came great 

opportunity and responsibility. The incarnate Son of God came into her midst as the Son of David, her own Messiah, 

Lord, and Savior. He taught and healed and exhorted and entreated. In His unparalleled truth and love He 

demonstrated God so perfectly that He could say “He who has seen Me has seen the Father” (John 14:9; cf. 12:45). 

Yet Israel rejected that revelation and forsook that opportunity and in so doing brought upon herself God’s wrath and 

judgment. 

  

Because Jews are God’s chosen people they are the objects of Satan’s fiercest hatred. Therefore when God removed 

His protective hand from Israel it was to expose her to the worst furies that Satan could bring upon a people. It is 

Satan’s continual desire to eliminate them, because they are specially beloved by God and because to destroy them 

would be to frustrate God’s promise of bringing them back to Himself (Rom. 11:26) and giving them to Christ as an 

inheritance. 

  

Yet although Israel as a people has suffered because God withdrew His blessing from them, many individual Jews 

have come and continue to come to Christ in saving faith. God has never been without a chosen remnant (Isa. 10:22; 

Jer. 23:3; Ezek. 6:8; Zech. 8:12; Rom. 9:27). 

  

During the days of Isaiah the Lord reminded Israel of His great love and care in calling them out and building them 

up as a people, using the figure of a grower who carefully planted and cultivated a vineyard only to find that it 

produced worthless grapes. Because of their unfaithfulness and unfruitfulness, the Lord declared that He would 

remove the protective hedge around the vineyard, break down its wall, and lay it waste. God went on to explain 

through the prophet, “For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah His delightful 

plant. Thus He looked for justice, but behold, bloodshed; for righteousness, but behold, a cry of distress” (Isa. 5:1-7). 

That prediction was fulfilled when Judah was conquered by Babylon in 586 B.C. and had many of its inhabitants, 

including three of its kings, taken into exile by Nebuchadnezzar over a period of years. 

  

In declaring, “Behold, your house is being left to you desolate!” Jesus was saying that, much as in that earlier time 

of judgment, Israel would be left devastated and desolate. Only a few days earlier Jesus had referred to the Temple 

as His Father’s house (Matt. 21:13; cf. 12:4), but it had been so long profaned and desecrated that He now called it 

your house, a reference also to the nation as a whole, the house of Israel. Like the son of Phinehas’s widow (1 Sam. 

4:21), the Temple and all Israel could soon be called Ichabod, because God’s glory would depart from them. In the 

present age, while God’s glory and protective hand are withdrawn from Israel, the house of God is Christ’s church, 

“the church of the living God, the pillar and support of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). 

  

Early in her history God had warned Israel that if she would not obey Him, “to observe to do all His commandments 

and His statutes,” that the curses He was about to enumerate would come upon her (Deut. 28:15-68). Because she not 

only had forsaken God’s commandments but even His own Son, Israel would now be left desolate, subject to the 

vagaries of an ungodly world that would mock her, despise her, and persecute her people from city to city just as she 

would soon do with the prophets, wise men, and scribes Christ would send to her (v. 34). 
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In the end times the persecution of Jews will escalate into a holocaust like no other they have experienced. That 

suffering will occur in a period called the time of Jacob’s distress (Jer. 30:7) and the Great Tribulation, a time “such 

as has not occurred since the beginning of the world until now nor ever shall” (Matt. 24:21). 

  

The Insured Conversion 
For I say to you, from now on you shall not see Me until you say, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the 

Lord!” (23:39) 

  

Jesus’ farewell words to Israel were, “From now on you shall not see Me.” For the unbelieving Jews listening to 

Him that day and for all the other unbelieving Jews of that generation (v. 37) and for countless generations to come, 

those words were final. Because they rejected God, God rejected them. He would no longer be their God, and they 

would no longer be His people. 

  

Were it not for Jesus’ qualifying word until, that would have been their final moment in history and the theology of 

the Bible, both in the Old and New Testaments, would be radically altered. In addition to that, men would have had 

good reason never to trust God’s word again, because He repeatedly promised that His chosen people would 

ultimately be saved, restored, and blessed (see, e.g., Jer. 23:5-6; Isa. 66:10-22; Zech. 14:1-11). 

  

Speaking of the Jews, who were his own people, the apostle Paul wrote, “I say then, they did not stumble so as to 

fall, did they? May it never be! But by their transgression salvation has come to the Gentiles, to make them jealous. 

Now if their transgression be riches for the world and their failure be riches for the Gentiles, how much more will 

their fulfillment be!” (Rom. 11:11-12). 

  

Israel has not permanently fallen away from God. “They also, if they do not continue in their unbelief,” Paul says, 

“will be grafted in; for God is able to graft them in again.… For I do not want you, brethren, to be uninformed of this 

mystery, lest you be wise in your own estimation, that a partial hardening has happened to Israel until the fulness of 

the Gentiles has come in; and thus all Israel will be saved” (vv. 23, 25-26). 
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