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Warnings of the Kingdom: The Seven Woes 
Matthew 23:1-39 / September 26, 2020 

 
A) Birth of the Kingdom       Narrative 1 1:1-4:25  
B)  Blessings of the Kingdom     Teaching 1 5:1-7:29  
C)   Authority of the Kingdom    Narrative 2 8:1-9:34  
D)    Mission of the Kingdom   Teaching 2 9:35-11:1 
E)     Rejection of the Kingdom  Narrative 3 11:2-12:50 
F)      Parables of the Kingdom Teaching 3 13:1-53  
E1)     Acceptance of the Kingdom Narrative 4 13:54-17:27 
D1)    Community of the Kingdom  Teaching 4 18:1-35  
C1)   Authority of the Kingdom    Narrative 5 19:1-22:46 
B1)  Warnings of the Kingdom     Teaching 5 23:1-25:46 

  A1) New Birth of the Kingdom      Narrative 6 26:1-28:20  
 

To the Crowds and Disciples  (22:46; 23:1-12) 
 

And no one was able to answer him a word, nor from that day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions.  
Then Jesus said to the crowds (Public) and to his disciples, (Individuals) 
 

Characteristics of Spiritual Abusers  
1. Claim a Biblical Calling    

“The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat,  
 

2. Reference Biblical Truth   
so do and observe whatever they tell you,  
 

3. Hide Ungodly Behaviors 
but not the works they do. For they preach, but do not practice.  
 

4. Enslave Legalistically      
They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people’s shoulders,  
 

5. Lack Empathic Compassion    
but they themselves are not willing to move them with their finger.  
 

6. Seek Public Applause    
They do all their deeds to be seen by others.  

a) For they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long, and  
b) they love the place of honor at feasts and the best seats in the synagogues and  
c) greetings in the marketplaces and being called rabbi by others.  

 
7. Require Unquestioned Submission  

But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all brothers. And call no man your 
father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven. Neither be called instructors, for you have one 
instructor, the Christ.  
 

8. Exalt Personal Accomplishments with False Humility  
 The greatest among you shall be your servant. Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles 
 himself will be exalted. 
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Spiritual Abuse1 
Spiritual abuse is coercion and control of one individual by another in a spiritual context. The target experiences spiritual abuse 
as a deeply emotional personal attack. This abuse may include:  
1. manipulation and  
2. exploitation,  
3. enforced accountability,  
4. censorship of decision making,  
5. requirements for secrecy and silence,  
6. pressure to conform,  
7. misuse of scripture or the pulpit to control behavior,  
8. requirement of obedience to the abuser,  
9. the suggestion that the abuser has a “divine” position,  
10. isolation from others, especially those external to the abusive context (Oakley and Kinmond, 2013a, p. 25). 

  
To the Religious Leaders (23:13-36) 

 
Woes: Isaiah  

And now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem / and men of Judah, 
judge between me and my vineyard. 
What more was there to do for my vineyard, / that I have not done in it? 
When I looked for it to yield grapes, / why did it yield wild grapes? 
And now I will tell you / what I will do to my vineyard. 
I will remove its hedge, / and it shall be devoured; 
I will break down its wall, / and it shall be trampled down. 
I will make it a waste; / it shall not be pruned or hoed, / and briers and thorns shall grow up; 
I will also command the clouds / that they rain no rain upon it. 
For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts / is the house of Israel, 
and the men of Judah / are his pleasant planting; 
and he looked for justice, / but behold, bloodshed; 
for righteousness, / but behold, an outcry! 
 
Woe to those who join house to house, / who add field to field, / until there is no more room, / and you are made to dwell alone / in  the 
midst of the land. (Isaiah 5:3-8) 
Woe to those who rise early in the morning, / that they may run after strong drink, / who tarry late into the evening / as wine  inflames 
 them! (Isaiah 5:11) 
Woe to those who draw iniquity with cords of falsehood, / who draw sin as with cart ropes, (Isaiah 5:18) 
Woe to those who call evil good / and good evil, / who put darkness for light / and light for darkness, 
 who put bitter for sweet / and sweet for bitter!  (Isaiah 5:20) 
Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes, / and shrewd in their own sight! 
Woe to those who are heroes at drinking wine, / and valiant men in mixing strong drink, / who acquit the guilty for a bribe, /  
 and deprive the innocent of his right! (Isaiah 5:21-23) 

 
Woes on Their Negative Effect on Others    

 
1. False Teachings   (23:13-14) 
 “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  

For you shut the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. For you neither enter yourselves nor allow those who 
would enter to go in.  

 
2. Enslaving Conversions (23:15) 
 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  

For you travel across sea and land to make a single proselyte, and when he becomes a proselyte, you make him 
twice as much a child of hell as yourselves.  

 
1 “Developing Safeguarding Policy and Practice for Spiritual Abuse” by Ruth Oakley and Kathryn Susan Kinmond. The Journal of Adult Protection. Vol 16 No. 2. 2014. pages 87-
95. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273061555_Working_safely_with_Spiritual_abuse 

 
 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273061555_Working_safely_with_Spiritual_abuse
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Woes on Their Deceptive Teachings: Avoid Telling the Truth and Avoid Seeking Justice 
 
3. Deflection “Truth” Telling (23:16-22) 
 “Woe to you, blind guides,  

who say, ‘If anyone swears by the temple, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is 
bound by his oath.’  
You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the temple that has made the gold sacred? And you say, ‘If 
anyone swears by the altar, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gift that is on the altar, he is bound by his 
oath.’  
You blind men! For which is greater, the gift or the altar that makes the gift sacred?  So whoever swears by the 
altar swears by it and by everything on it. And whoever swears by the temple swears by it and by him who 
dwells in it. And whoever swears by heaven swears by the throne of God and by him who sits upon it.  

 
4. Minors Over Majors  (23:23-24)  
 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  

For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy 
and faithfulness. These you ought to have done, without neglecting the others. You blind guides, straining out 
a gnat and swallowing a camel!  
 

Woes on Their External Religious Practices 
 
5. Deceptive and Dangerous “Gospel”  (23:25-26) 
 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  

For you clean the outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. You 
blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and the plate, that the outside also may be clean.  
 

6. Cover-Ups  (23:27-28)  
 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  

For you are like whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead people’s 
bones and all uncleanness. So you also outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full of 
hypocrisy and lawlessness.  

 
 

Woes for Their Attacks Against Spiritual Leaders 
 
7. Hostile and Waring Environment  (23:29-36)  
 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  

For you build the tombs of the prophets and decorate the monuments of the righteous, saying, ‘If we had 
lived in the days of our fathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the 
prophets.’ Thus you witness against yourselves that you are sons of those who murdered the prophets. Fill up, 
then, the measure of your fathers.  
 
You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to escape being sentenced to hell? Therefore I send you 
prophets and wise men and scribes, some of whom you will kill and crucify, and some you will flog in your 
synagogues and persecute from town to town, so that on you may come all the righteous blood shed on earth, 
from the blood of righteous Abel (Genesis 4:8) to the blood of Zechariah the son of Barachiah (2 Chronicles 24:20-
21) whom you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar. Truly, I say to you, all these things will come 
upon this generation.  
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Survey Results: Church members who had left their previous church 
 

1. Felt not able to raise questions and issues within the church  70% 
2. Felt shame or were blamed          49% 
3. Felt manipulation by the leadership       84% 
4. Scriptures were used to control behavior      69% 
5. Felt a distrust of the organized church       56% 
6. Felt a distrust of God           15% 
7. Felt damaged by the church experience      74% 
8. Had heard of the term “Spiritual Abuse”      63% 
9. Did not know where to go to get help and support for SA  66% 
 

“Developing Safeguarding Policy and Practice for Spiritual Abuse” 
 

One key element of the experience of SA that is often absent from reported understandings is the perceived “divine 
position” of the abuser. This has its basis in scripture. Many individuals may believe that those who are abusing them have 
been given positions in church which are ordained and anointed by God. Therefore they cannot be questioned or 
challenged. This notion may be supported by scriptures such as “touch not my anointed” (Psalm 105 v15). This “divine 
positioning” may lead to abusers being left unchallenged and individuals being unable to address the abuse that they are 
experiencing. (page 92) 
 
Additionally as Henzel reported in 1997 that there are a number of Clergy who dismiss SA because it appears like a 
politically correct “fad”. Worryingly, Christian counsellors in particular were noted to dismiss accounts of SA as being too 
subjective to be reliable (Henzel, 1997). Interestingly, more recent work (West, 2011) suggests that little has changed. Thus, 
having been abused by representatives of the Christian faith many people who have been spiritually abused still do not feel 
safe to assume that Christian counsellors will believe their story. Arguably, these are major issues for safeguarding policy in 
church in 2013. (page 93) 
 

“Development of a Spiritual Abuse Questionnaire”  
by Kathryn Hope Keller. August 2016 

 
1. Spiritual Abuse Questionnaire (2016)         49 questions  Pages 187-191 
2. Religious and Spiritual Struggles Scale (2014)       26 items   Pages 192-195 
3. National Stressful Events Survey PTSD Short Scale. (2013)    9 items    Pages 196-197 
4. Institutional Betrayal Questionnaire Version 2  (2013, 2014)  15 items   Pages 198-200 
5. Marlow-Crown Social Desirability Scale  (1960)      13 items   Pages 201-202 
 
https://twu-ir.tdl.org/bitstream/handle/11274/8760/2016KellerOCR.pdf?sequence=8&isAllowed=y 

 
 

To The Citizens of Jerusalem  
 

The Pain of the Spiritual Abusive Leaders  (23:37-39) 
 

“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it!  
 
How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you 
were not willing!   
 
See, your house is left to you desolate. For I tell you, you will not see me again, until you say, ‘Blessed is he 
who comes in the name of the Lord.’” 
 
 
 
 

https://twu-ir.tdl.org/bitstream/handle/11274/8760/2016KellerOCR.pdf?sequence=8&isAllowed=y

