The following sermon was preached at Redemption Baptist Church on Sunday, 13 July 2025.
We encourage you to look up the Scriptures that are referenced and see the context for
yourself. May the Lord speak to your heart as you study His Word.

The Eight Woes
Matthew 23:13-22

Back in the 1830’s, in the country town of Dummerston, Vermont, a Scottish physician named
John Wilson set up his practice of medicine; and, in time, he became well-liked in the
community —although as time went on, he became more and more of a recluse, and a heavy
drinker. By the 1840’s, he was dying; and as his death approached, he called his friends
together and insisted that when it came time to bury him, they were not to remove his clothing.
However, when the time of his burial finally came, the mortician did not honour this request. As
he prepared Wilson’s body for burial, he was surprised to find that Wilson had a very large scar
on his neck. (The scar was hidden by a silk neck scarf, which Wilson had worn at all times.)
The mortician also found that part of Wilson’s left heel was missing; and his left calf, which was
misshapen, had a hole in it. Paper was wrapped around his calf, to hide the hole; and cork
was stuffed into his shoe to conceal this shorter leg. When Wilson’s friends went to his house
and sorted through his things, they found a large stash of watches, jewellery, diamonds, and
pistols.?

Well, as it turned out, the good doctor was a notorious highway thief named Doherty, who was
known as “Thunderbolt.” For years, Thunderbolt had been a partner in crime with an Irishman
named Michael Martin. Doherty had met Martin in a tavern in Dublin, and had trained him to
be his partner. Martin became known as “Captain Lightfoot”; and together, Lightfoot and
Thunderbolt robbed stagecoaches all over Ireland, Scotland, and England. In 1818, while in
Dublin, Martin abandoned his partner, and sailed off to America, where he tried to make an
“honest” living as a brewer. However, when his business failed, he returned to crime, and
called himself by his partner’s old name, “Thunderbolt.” However, in 1821, the law caught up
with Martin; and he was hanged for his crimes. But before his death, he spilled his story to a
journalist, and gave a full description of his old partner. He described the huge scar on
Thunderbolt’s neck, and the injuries on his legs; and by this, the authorities were able to
determine that “Doctor” Wilson was, in fact, Thunderbolt.2 Thunderbolt and Lightfoot went
down in history as infamous rascals; but the thing about them that always stood out was their
ability to disguise themselves. They successfully posed as clergymen, beggars, doctors,
Quakers, and many other fake identities; and their polite, charming personalities had fooled
countless people.3 In short, they were expert hypocrites!

Over the next few weeks, we will be studying a passage of Scripture in which Jesus issued
sharp words of judgment upon some expert hypocrites in His day. The Pharisees were
regarded as very holy men by most people; yet, they were some of the biggest robbers around.
They didn’t rob people at knifepoint; but they did use their “holy” act to rob people of their



inheritances: and worst of all, they robbed people of eternal life, by turning people away from
Christ. This morning, we will see how Jesus’ condemnation of these men still applies to us
today. The title of this message is The Eight Woes.

Read Matthew 23:13-15.

I Woe to those who shut up the Kingdom of Heaven to others (v. 13)

One of the most wonderful sermons that Jesus ever preached was the Sermon on
the Mount. At the beginning of that sermon, Jesus made nine statements that we
now know as the “Beatitudes” —the “blessed” statements. Nine times Jesus said,
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, Blessed are they that mourn, Blessed are the
meek,” and so on. In this sermon, Jesus promised that all who repent of their sin
and believe on Him will inherit the Kingdom one day; and He also revealed what the
lifestyle of His followers should be. Children of the Kingdom are characterised by a
lifestyle of humility and holiness.

Now, what we’ve read here in Matthew 23 is just the opposite of the Beatitudes. In
verses 13-36, Jesus is addressing not His disciples, but the Pharisees; and instead
of pronouncing blessing, He is pronouncing “woe.” Eight times Jesus begins a
statement with the Greek word Ouai. This is an expression of grief, meaning “woe,”
or “alas.” Christ was grieved to have to use such sharp words against these men;
but they had given themselves up to rebellion: and now, God was giving them up to
wrath and destruction. Some of the sharpest words that Jesus ever spoke can be
found in this passage. Seven times, Jesus called these men “hypocrites.” He also
called them “fools,” “children of hell,” “blind guides,” “whited sepulchres,”
“serpents,” and “generation of vipers.” He looked them straight in the eyes and
asked the scathing question, “How can ye escape the damnation of hell?”

Now, if we had been there that day, and looked in Jesus’ eyes, what would we have
seen? We certainly would have seen righteous anger; but | believe we would also
have seen sorrow. | believe we would have heard sadness in His voice, too. Jesus
didn’t delight in having to tell these men that they were on their way to hell. We
know this to be so, because after He had pronounced all these woes, He wept over
the city of Jerusalem. The religious rulers had refused Jesus’ love; and so had most
of the people: and Jesus’ heart was breaking over them. He was not willing that any
of them should perish, but that they should all come to repentance.



Now, we won’t have time today to look at all eight of these “woes”: but we will
examine the first three. Let’s read verse 13 again, and examine the first “woe.”
(Read verse 13.) In this first “woe,” Jesus denounced the Pharisees for “shutting
up the kingdom of heaven against men,” and for refusing to enter it themselves.
Now, what does this mean? First of all, it means that there were at least some of the
Pharisees who realised that Jesus was the Messiah: yet, they were knowingly trying
to keep people from believing on Him. They wanted to be the ones in charge of the
Kingdom of Israel; and if they couldn’t be the ones in charge, then they didn’t want
anyone else to enter the Kingdom, either. (They were like people who knock the
board game over when they see that they aren’t going to win the game!) The
Pharisees were doing their best not only to turn people away from following Jesus,
but to kill Him. We saw this in the parable of the vineyard. In that parable, there was
a vineyard owner, whose son came from afar to inspect his father’s vineyard; but
when the vineyard managers saw their master’s son approaching, they said, “This is
the heir; come, let us kill him, and let us seize on his inheritance.” Jesus was
implying that the religious rulers were preparing to kill Him, even though they knew
that He was the Son of God.

It seems almost incredible that the Pharisees would knowingly fight against the
Almighty; yet, were the Pharisees really any different from many people today?
Many people know, deep down inside, that Jesus is the Son of God; yet, they refuse
to repent of their sin and believe on Him; and in their rebellion, they even try to
dissuade other people from believing on Jesus. They tell their friends, “Are you
crazy? Do you really want to become a ‘born again’? People will laugh at you.
Don’t join that crazy cult!” Many people realise that they might be on their way to
hell; yet, they would rather drag others to hell with them than to believe on Jesus.
And why? Because they want to rule their own lives, and not Jesus. Does this
describe you? Are you crucifying Jesus in your heart, because you refuse to submit
your life to Him?

The Pharisees were trying to keep people from entering the Kingdom. Yet, in what
way were they shutting up the Kingdom of heaven to people? To answer that
question, let’s look at what Jesus said to the scribes earlier in His ministry.

Read Luke 11:45-52.

On this occasion, Jesus was denouncing the lawyers for their unbelief; but in
denouncing the lawyers, He was also denouncing the Pharisees. Now, notice what
Jesus said, here. He said that the lawyers had “taken away the key of
knowledge”: and by taking away the “key of knowledge,” they were hindering
people from entering the Kingdom. The scribes and Pharisees were virtually
“locking” the door of the Kingdom to people; and the way they were locking the door
was by not telling people the full truth about the Messiah from the Scriptures. They
called Jesus an “imposter” because He had not set up any Kingdom; yet, they



completely ignored the fact that the Scriptures portray the Messiah not just as a
conquering King, but also as a suffering Servant. The scribes could not have missed
the fact that Jesus was ticking off all the boxes for the qualifications of the Messiah.
They knew that Jesus had been born in Bethlehem, and raised in Galilee, as the
Scriptures had foretold. They knew that Jesus was from the line of Judah, and the
house of David, as the Scripture had foretold. They had heard the credible reports of
Jesus’ miraculous virgin birth; and they surely were aware that this was a fulfilment
of Isaiah 7:14. They knew that the Messiah was supposed to heal the blind, the
deaf, the dumb, and the lame; and they knew that Jesus was doing just that.
Furthermore, they knew that the 69 weeks of years that Daniel had foretold were
almost at an end; and they knew that the Messiah was supposed to be “cut off” just
after those 483 years were over. This meant that the Messiah had to be alive, and
walking among them; and since they themselves were plotting to kill Jesus at that
very moment, they should have realised that they were playing their very part in
fulfilling the prophecy of the Messiah’s murder! Being experts of the law, they surely
would have been aware of all these prophecies of the Messiah; and they should have
been assisting John the Baptist and the Apostles in urging people to believe on
Jesus. But they didn’t. Instead, they were turning people away from the One who
could save their souls; and in doing this, they were guilty of high crimes and treason
against God.

Now, there were probably many Pharisees who genuinely believed that Jesus was an
imposter, and who really thought that they were on God’s side. However, whether
they were sincere in their beliefs or not, they were still preventing people from
entering the Kingdom: and this is an extremely serious thing. Deuteronomy 27:18
says, “Cursed be he that maketh the blind to wander out of the way”: and that’s
exactly what the Pharisees were doing. They themselves were willfully blind; and
they were leading other blind souls down the path to the lake of fire.

Now, does Jesus’ “woe” upon the Pharisees apply to us today? It certainly does!
There are all kinds of false teachers who are leading people astray today. For one
thing, there are many

religious leaders (both Christian and non-Christian), who teach that one can get to
Heaven by being a good person—and who thus deny that Jesus’ death on the cross
for sinners was absolutely necessary to save our souls. There are also many
“priests” of another kind—the priests of humanism—who are teaching people that
there is no God; that Jesus is not the Son of God; that the Bible is a fairy tale; that
we all descended from apes; that there is no such thing as “sin”; that truth is relative,
and flexible, and whatever you want it to be; that there are hundreds of genders; and
that boys can really be girls, and that girls can really be boys. These people (whether
they be the “religious” or the “non-religious” kind) are blind leaders of the blind.
They are dragging both themselves and their duped followers down to hell; and if
they would escape the judgment of hell, they must repent of their sin, and believe on
Jesus Christ.



But what of us who are believers? Is there any “takeaway” for us here? Yes, there
is. You see, the “key of knowledge” that the Pharisees tried to hide from people is
now entrusted to us. Jesus entrusted the “keys of the kingdom” both to His
Apostles, and to all His true followers in this church age. Christian, you have that
wonderful “key” in your hand. The “key of knowledge” is God’s Word, the Bible. As
we saw back in Matthew 13, you and | who are saved are the “scribes” of Christ’s
Kingdom. You and | have the responsibility of bringing out treasures, both old and
new, from God’s Word, and of showing lost men how to be saved. Don’t be guilty of
hindering people from entering the Kingdom because you have been a slothful
student of God’s Word, and don’t know the Bible well enough to show someone how
to be saved—or because you’re too busy, or lazy, to show them. You are a scribe of
the Kingdom; so study the King’s Book, and use it to open the door of salvation to
people!

Woe to those who pray pretentious prayers for profit (v. 14)

(Read Matthew 23:14 again.) In this second “woe,” Jesus condemned the
Pharisees for devouring widows’ houses, and for praying long prayers to impress
people, so that they could extort them. Because they abused their position of
spiritual leadership, they will receive “greater damnation.” Yes, folks—there will be
degrees of punishment in hell. Those who use the Bible to make merchandise of
people will have much greater anguish in hell than will the addict on the street, or the
cannibal in the jungle, who never heard the Gospel.

Now, how long did the Pharisees pray? According to ancient Jewish sources, the
Pharisees would pray three times per day, in public view; and they would sometimes
pray up to three hours at a stretch!“4 Yet, it was all for show. They didn’t pray these
long prayers because they loved the Lord, and loved talking with Him: no, their
motive was to “devour widows’ houses.” Apparently, they used this little “holy” act
in order to impress little old ladies, so that they could worm their way into their
confidence, and eventually become the trustees of their estates, and, finally, the
legatees. Undoubtedly, they led these poor widows to believe that by passing on
their inheritance to men of God such as themselves, they would surely make it into
the Kingdom. The prophet Isaiah had some choice words to say about people who
extort the vulnerable; and so did the Apostle Peter. Let’s take a look.

Read Isaiah 10:1-2.

Read 2 Peter 2:1-3.



In Isaiah 10:1, Isaiah uses the Hebrew word oy, which means “alas,” or “woe.” It is
just like that Greek word ouai, which Jesus used when He denounced the Pharisees.
It is a word of grief and woe—a word that indicates that great calamity is coming
upon someone. God does not take extortion of the poor and vulnerable lightly!

Peter said that those who lead people astray with damnable doctrines in order to
make profit of them will bring “swift destruction” upon themselves. Why? Because
they are denying the Lord who bought them!

This raises an important question, though. What does Peter mean when he says that
the Lord “bought” these apostates? That word “bought” means “redeemed” or
“purchased.” Is Peter saying that these men were saved at one point, but then
turned away from the truth, and /ost their salvation? No. These people never
belonged to Christ. Jesus warned that there will be many people who called Him
“Lord” with their lips, but who will end up in hell. They will stand before Christ one
day and say, “Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name
have cast out devils? and in thy name have done many wonderful works?” But
Jesus will say, “I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity.” He
won’t say, “l once knew you; but not anymore.” No, He will say, “I never knew
you.”

Why, then, does Peter say that the Lord “bought” these apostates? Can a person
be “bought,” yet be unsaved? Yes! You see, the Bible teaches that Christ bought
all men! Christ didn’t die only for those who He knew would repent, and be saved;
He died even for those who would never repent. Christ’s offer of salvation is sincere;
and it is offered to all. Everyone is given the offer to be saved. However, each
person has the responsibility to receive the offer of salvation, by trusting in Christ.
One can choose not to receive it.

Read 1 John 2:1-2.

In verse 2, John says that Jesus is the “propitiation” (meaning the “satisfaction” or
“payment”) for our sins. And for whose sins is Christ the “propitiation”? John says
that Christ is the propitiation for the “sins of the whole world.” That includes
apostates! Apostates were “bought” with the blood of Christ; however, the problem
is that they have chosen to reject Christ’s precious gift of salvation.

Now, maybe you’re thinking, “I’'m not sure | understand this, pastor. If apostates
were ‘bought’ by Christ’s blood, doesn’t it mean that they are saved (or were saved
at some point)?” No, it doesn’t. Think of it this way. Imagine that a wealthy man



goes to a slave market and pays the price for all the slaves that are up for sale. He
buys them all, so that they may be freed from the tyranny of their cruel master. Yet,
he explains that these slaves must own him as their new master. He makes it
clear that if they choose to have him as their master, he will have them as his
servants; yet, their life will not be hard, as it was under their old master. Their yoke
will be easy, and their burden light. He will treat them with love and kindness. In
fact, he will call himself their “brother,” and will make them co-heirs of his
inheritance. They will be his ambassadors, and do his missions. They will be given
positions of authority, and will be given wonderful rewards for their service. Also, he
will one day give them a beautiful mansion of their own in which to live. All they have
to do is acknowledge that he bought them; that it was by no merit of their own that
they were given this kindness; and that he is now their rightful master.

Now, imagine if some of these slaves were to reject this offer, and say, “No! | don’t
want to be your slave. | want to be my own master!” What would happen? They
would remain slaves to their old, cruel master. Well, guess what? That is the way it
is for those who reject God’s gift of salvation! Like slaves who have turned down the
offer of serving a new and loving master, so apostates deny the Lord, and remain
under the power of Satan. Even though Christ bought them, they turn Him down.
They’ve heard the Scriptures; but instead of believing the Scriptures, they pervert the
Scriptures in order to make merchandise of people. Some apostates tell people that
if they give money to buy indulgences, they will get themselves and their loved ones
out of purgatory. Others promise that if they will “sow that seed,” and send a huge
cheque to their ministry, they will become rich. But whatever their particular scam
may be, they have rejected the truth; and they are bound for eternal damnation.

Now, is there any application here for believers? Yes, there is. You see, even
believers can drift to the borderland of apostasy when money is involved. Back in
the 1800’s, the preacher Charles Spurgeon was approached by P.T. Barnum (the
head of Barnum and Bailey Circus), and was given an offer. He invited Spurgeon to
preach in one of the big tents in his circus; and he offered to provide any musical
talent, equipment, or manpower that he needed. It would be a “win-win”: Barnum
would get loads of customers, and Spurgeon could evangelise loads of people.
Barnum’s only stipulation was that the money from the ticket sales would be used to
pay Spurgeon $1,000 per lecture! Spurgeon’s reply to Barnum was this: “Dear Mr.
Barnum: Thank you for your kind invitation to lecture in your circus tents in America.
You will find my answer in Acts 13:10. Very sincerely yours, Charles H. Spurgeon.”®
In case you don’t know what Acts 13:10 says, it says, “O full of all subtilty and all
mischief, thou child of the devil, thou enemy of all righteousness, wilt thou not
cease to pervert the right ways of the Lord?” Young man, should the Lord call
you to be a pastor, never pervert the Gospel for money! Many preachers in modern
times have, at some point, been given the offer of big stadiums, big financial
backing, TV programs, and media backing, if they will only embrace apostate clerics
as their “brothers in Christ,” and not preach against certain things; and, tragically,
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many have sold out. Many churches that once stood firmly on God’s Word now look
and sound just like nightclubs, with blaring rock music, darkened rooms, strobe
lights, and a powerless, pop-culture laced, watered-down imitation of the Gospel, all
for the purpose of supposedly “reaching the lost”: but the reality is that money has
led them to the border of apostasy. Brethren, let us not be like the Pharisees in any
way whatsoever! Freely you have received; freely give; and when you pray, pray with
a heart of sincerity and love for your Lord.

Woe to those who convert people to false religion (v. 15)

(Read Matthew 23:15 again.) Thus far, we’ve seen that Jesus has pronounced woe
on the Pharisees because they shut up the Kingdom to people, and because they
put on a religious show in order to rob people. But now, we come to the third “woe.”
Jesus also pronounced woe on the Pharisees because they traversed sea and land
to make one proselyte (“convert”); and when they made that convert, they made him
“two-fold more a child of hell” than they.

Brethren, this is a serious indictment! In God’s eyes, there is nothing commendable
about being zealous for a false way of salvation. There is nothing redeemable about
converting people to a gospel that denies Christ, and His once-for-all sacrifice on the
cross. Paul said that “If any man preach any other gospel unto you than that ye
have received, let him be accursed.” God does not give people an “E” for effort,
and let them squeak by into the Kingdom, even though they preached an accursed
gospel. Jesus pronounced “woe” upon the Pharisees for teaching others to reject
the true Way of salvation—which is Himself! Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth,
and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me.”

Folks, this verse is not easy to preach, because we all know people who are sincere
in what they believe, to the point of making personal sacrifices to evangelise for their
religion. We’ve all had people knock on our doors to tell us how we can get into
Jehovah'’s organisation, or how we can progress to godhood; but God says that “if
they speak not according to this word, there is no light in them.” Neither
teachers of false gospels, nor their converts, will find favour with God because they
are sincere. In fact, Jesus said that the Pharisees’ converts were “twofold more the
child of hell.” This means that converts to false gospels are often even more
opposed to the Gospel than their own teachers were—and therefore, their judgment
will be greater. Saul of Tarsus is a perfect example. The Bible says that Saul was
“exceedingly mad” against the Christians—whereas his own instructor, Gamaliel,
was more hesitant and moderate in his opposition to the Gospel. Why is this?
Perhaps it’s because false teachers often realise, deep inside, that they are wrong,
and have moments when their conscience bothers them—whereas their disciples
believe what they’ve been taught without question.




Now, on the surface, they may not seem fair. You’d think that the Pharisees would
be the “twofold children of hell,” since they were phonies, and their converts were
sincere. Yet, Jesus says that their converts will receive even greater damnation than
their masters will. Why? Because many of their converts opposed the Gospel even
more vehemently than their teachers did! My friends, what this shows us is that
every person is responsible before God. At the judgment, no one will be able to
blame his priest, pastor, rabbi, or imam, for his rejection of Christ. Ignorance is no
excuse! God says, “Wherefore thou are inexcusable, O man.”

Ignorance will not get anyone off the hook on the Judgment Day. Yet, God is not
willing that any should perish; and He often goes out of His way to offer His mercy to
those who “know not what they do.” Paul is a good example. At one time, he was
one of those “proselytes” to the doctrine of the Pharisees; and he was as rabid as a
bulldog in his persecution of Christians. He really thought that he was serving God.
He was sliding down to hell on a greased pole, and didn’t even know it. Yet, Christ
mercifully revealed Himself to Saul, and offered salvation to him. (And praise God,
Paul accepted that offer!]) God didn’t have to do this: but He did; and by doing so,
He showed His mercy, and readiness to forgive, to all future generations!

Read 1 Timothy 1:12-16.

Conclusion: As we close this morning, | would ask, “Have you been saved?” I’m not asking if
you are “good,” because none of us is good! I'm asking, “Have you been forgiven, and
saved?” We can all make a “code of conduct” for ourselves, and convince ourselves that we
are “good,” by our standard; but even Thunderbolt and Captain Lightfoot had a code of
conduct for themselves. (They didn’t actually kill anyone; they robbed only the rich; they were
polite to their victims; and they didn’t rob ladies!) We can all reckon ourselves to be better than
others, by our standard; but the reality is that we are all hell-deserving sinners! None of us can
reach God’s standard of absolute holiness; but Jesus met that standard for us. He lived the
perfect life that we haven’t lived, and died in our place, as our Substitute. To be saved, you
must acknowledge that you cannot save yourself, repent of your sin, and trust in Christ. If you
haven’t repented and believed on Him, please do so today!

If you are saved already, don’t be like the Pharisees in any way. Let Christ purge your heart of
all leaven of hypocrisy; and serve Him in sincerity and truth.
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