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Ready to Rumble: A Public Smackdown 
Matthew 23 

 

 

On Tuesday night my family had the privilege of being the staff guests at Cornerstones – a gathering for our most mature 

members.  We stuck around for the whole program, and our kids really behaved well.  They were respectful and calm and 

well-mannered.  So, on the way home Diane and I were complimenting them for their great behavior and Andrew said, 

“Yeah, I’ve been doing that for years.” 

 

Some of you may feel like we’ve been doing this series called Ready To Rumble for years.  For the past seven weeks 

we’ve been studying two chapters of Scripture that tell the story of how Jesus was ready to rumble when he entered back 

into Jerusalem in preparation for the cross.  Since getting into town, he’s cleared out the temple buyers and sellers, he’s 

told parables that condemn the leadership of the Pharisees and Temple leaders, and he shot down every attempt that the 

religious leaders made to trap him.  Now, according to Matthew 22:46, “no one dared to ask him any more questions.”  

This is a very important sentence in the scripture – sure enough, their strategy to stop Jesus changed dramatically; soon 

after losing all their arguments, they began to plot how they would kill Jesus. 

 

But when the arguing is done Jesus he gives one of the harshest, woeful sermons he’s ever preached.  It is a public 

smackdown.  Open your Bibles to Matthew 23; we’re going to read the whole chapter.  As we read it, don’t just think 

about how bad those Pharisees were; think about what implications this sermon has for your life and for your church. 

 

Matthew 23 
 

1
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.  

 
5
"Everything they do is done for men to see: They make their phylacteries

[a]
 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.'  

 
8
"But you are not to be called 'Rabbi,' for you have only one Master and you are all brothers. 

9
And do not call anyone on 

earth 'father,' for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. 
10
Nor are you to be called 'teacher,' for you have one 

Teacher, the Christ.
[b]

 
11
The greatest among you will be your servant. 

12
For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and 

whoever humbles himself will be exalted.  

 
13
"Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the kingdom of heaven in men's faces. You 

yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.
[c]

  

 
15
"Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a single convert, 

and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are.  

 
16
"Woe to you, blind guides! You say, 'If anyone swears by the temple, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gold 

of the temple, he is bound by his oath.' 
17
You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that makes the gold 

sacred? 
18
You also say, 'If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gift on it, he is bound 

by his oath.' 
19
You blind men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes the gift sacred? 

20
Therefore, he who 

swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 
21
And he who swears by the temple swears by it and by the one 

who dwells in it. 
22
And he who swears by heaven swears by God's throne and by the one who sits on it.  

 
23
"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.  

 
25
"Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside 

they are full of greed and self-indulgence. 
26
Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the 

outside also will be clean.  
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27
"Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful 

on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men's bones and everything unclean. 
28
In the same way, on the outside you 

appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.  

 
29
"Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and decorate the 

graves of the righteous. 
30
And you say, 'If we had lived in the days of our forefathers, we would not have taken part with 

them in shedding the blood of the prophets.' 
31
So you testify against yourselves that you are the descendants of those who 

murdered the prophets. 
32
Fill up, then, the measure of the sin of your forefathers!  

 
33
"You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell? 

34
Therefore I am sending you 

prophets and wise men and teachers. Some of them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your synagogues and 

pursue from town to town. 
35
And so upon you will come all the righteous blood that has been shed on earth, from the 

blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah son of Berekiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar. 
36
I tell you the truth, all this will come upon this generation.  

 
37
"O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your 

children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing. 
38
Look, your house is left to you 

desolate. 
39
For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, 'Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.'

[d]
" 

 

Prayer of Illumination 

 

If that’s not a public smackdown, I don’t know what is.  These are the harshest words Jesus has had for the religious 

leaders.  But, did you notice that Jesus wasn’t even talking to them?  Look back at verse 1, “Then Jesus said to the 

crowds and to his disciples.”  If Jesus had a beef with the religious leaders, why doesn’t he just say it directly to them?    

Is he a coward?  Is he afraid to say it to their faces?  No, it’s because this sermon wasn’t for the religious leaders – it was 

for the crowds and disciples to hear.  Jesus was done talking and arguing with the religious leaders, so he turned away 

from them and gave this public smackdown of a sermon to the rest of the people.  He wasn’t trying to convince the 

religious leaders to change, he was instructing the crowds about what God can’t stand.  God can’t stand to let these 

guys who don’t practice what they preach and who create unbearable burdens for God’s people be in religious leadership 

any more.   

 

Jesus makes it clear what kind of leaders they really are.  Look at verse 5, “Everything they do is done for men to see.”  

What is the job that the religious leaders are supposed to be doing?  They are supposed to be pointing people to God, and 

when the Messiah shows up they are supposed to point the people to Him, but instead of lifting up God, they are lifting up 

themselves.  Bruner calls this phenomenon a very technical, theological term: Greatness-ism.  They love to show off their 

religious garb, they love to sit in the honored seats at banquets and in the synagogue; they love to be called Rabbi (which 

literally means ‘my great one’).  They love to be exalted.  But according to verse 12, “whoever exalts himself will be 

humbled.”  And that’s exactly what Jesus does with the seven woes.  He says: 

 

Verse 13, ‘Woe to you because you’re slamming the doors of the Kingdom in people’s faces – even people who are 

desperate to know God – and you’re not even willing to enter the true Kingdom yourselves. 

 

‘Woe to you because you work so hard to make people convert to your ways and not God’s ways – you make them more 

worthy of hell than you are.   

 

‘Woe to you – you blind guides!  You’re trying to work the system – making special formulas for your vows so that you 

can break them at will.  Every time you break a vow, even the smallest of oaths, you denigrate your leadership even 

more.’   

 

‘Woe to you because you get so worried about getting yourself to Heaven when you die – being so good that you tithe 

even your garden herbs – but you’ve forgotten what the Kingdom of Heaven is really about – justice, mercy and 

faithfulness. You blind guides!  While you are working so hard to be perfect and get a tiny gnat out of your drink, you are 

swallowing a camel. 

 

‘Woe to you because you’re so worried about how you look on the outside that you’ve forgotten to clean the inside – 

you’ve scrubbed and cleaned the exterior, but inside you’re filled with greed and self-indulgence.’  
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‘Woe to you because you work so hard to be ritually clean – but like beautiful tombstones, it’s just a cover for the death 

that’s inside.’ 

 

‘Woe to you hypocrites!  You assume for yourselves the righteousness of the prophets, but actually you’re just like your 

fathers who killed God’s messengers.  So go ahead, do what you’re what you’re planning on doing to me and you will be 

the most guilty generation of all.’ 

 

These are pretty dreadful words for the religious leaders, aren’t they?  Jesus is disgusted with their behavior.  I wonder 

what went wrong with them.  I have to believe that at some point they had the best of intentions.  They probably had 

intentions of being completely obedient to God – just like I do.  But over the years something happened to them – 

something that led from a heart for obedience to a heart of wickedness.  What happened?  I want to know the answer, 

because I’m not above the same thing happening to me … none of us are.  The fact is that every one of us is vulnerable to 

fall into the same wickedness and self-indulgence.  Every one of us is in danger of having Jesus say the same woes to us. 

 

The religious leaders had a God-given mission; it was to live in obedience to God and lead the people toward a loving and 

righteous relationship with God.  But somewhere along the line they succumbed to their shadow mission.  I first heard 

this powerful phrase from Pastor John Ortberg. A shadow mission is a God-given mission that has been hijacked by ego 

and wounds.  We’re all tempted to let ourselves focus on something that is off-center or something that is selfish or dark – 

that’s shadow mission.  What do you think the religious leaders’ shadow mission was?  Look again at verse 5, 

“Everything they do is done for men to see.”  If there real mission was to point people to God, their shadow mission was 

to point people to themselves.  If they had been on mission they would have recognized Jesus as the Messiah.  If they had 

been on mission they would have correctly interpreted the law of God and the will of God.  If they had been on mission 

Jesus would not have had to come into the Temple and clean house.  If they had been on mission the people of God 

wouldn’t have been burdened by their leadership, but encouraged by their leadership.  Unfortunately, shadow mission 

always leads to destruction, disappointment and death – not just for the people living their shadow mission, but for 

everyone around them too.  

 

This passage should serve as a warning to us; it’s a warning to not give in to our shadow mission.  But to avoid giving in 

to it, you need to know what it is.  Do you know what your shadow mission is?  What is it that apart from God’s help 

you’ll start living for?  What is your life really about, under the surface, when you let it be guided by your ego and by 

your wounds?  Is your shadow mission to live for pleasure – to just do what makes you happy?  Is it to pretend everything 

is fine?  Is it to be liked by everyone?  Is it to be exalted among others?  Is it to mind your own business while the world 

goes to hell? 

 

I know what my shadow mission is; my shadow mission is to gain your approval.  When I get off-center my life 

becomes about you thinking I’m a great pastor, a great preacher, a great dad, a great singer, a great leader, a great 

Christian, a great athlete, a great boss, and a great friend.  Can you see how that makes everything I do, and every 

relationship I have, be all about me?  Can you see how letting that be the thing that drives me is destructive to me, my 

family, and our church?  Living in your shadow mission always leads to death. 

 

So, what is your shadow mission?  It’s not something that we just name and denounce to never deal with again.  I have to 

deal with my shadow mission everyday, and I always will.  But knowing what it is helps me recognize it, turn away from 

it and then beat it down in the reality of who I am in Jesus Christ.  When I know what it is, I can share it with my friends 

and they can hold me accountable to not slipping back to it.  I remember a very poignant conversation with one of my best 

friends.  He interrupted me while I was talking to him about something I was doing by saying, “Hey; it’s me.  You don’t 

have to prove yourself to me.”  

 

Do you know what your shadow mission is?  I invite you to take some time figuring that out this week, share it with 

some others – chances are they’ve seen it in you. Then, talk to God about it.  Confess it to Him, ask Him to guide you 

toward your true mission in Christ. 

 

Here’s another question.  Do you know that churches can have shadow missions too?  Ortberg tells the story of hearing 

his church staff joke about their church’s shadow mission: a successful church for successful people.  I wonder if our 

church’s shadow mission is much different.  What do you think our shadow mission might be?  What if the signs in 

front of church buildings actually showed their shadow missions?  They might read:  “Successfully avoiding conflict since 
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1895”  “We look nice, but we don’t really care about you”  “God never changes and neither do we”.  I wonder what our 

sign would read.  What is our shadow mission?  Maybe it is to be a successful church for successful people.  Or maybe it 

is to be the very best church in Gig Harbor.  Maybe our sign would read: “We’ll greet you at the door, but then you’re on 

your own.”  or “We can meet all your needs.” Or “It’s all about us.”   I’m not saying that those are defining us right now, 

but maybe in our worst moments, when we get off-center, when we get selfish, those statements become true of us.  They 

represent our shadow mission.  And churches that live according to their shadow missions are ineffective at producing 

fruit.   

 

Every one of us is responsible for our mission and our shadow mission.  If there is a shadow mission sign hanging out 

front it’s not because of one person, we all share the responsibility of living out our God-given mission.  How are you 

participating in our church’s God-given mission?  Is there something that you’re doing in the parking lot, in the pew, in 

the grocery store, or in your work place that is demonstrating our shadow mission?   

 

Matthew 23 isn’t only a warning for individual disciples of Jesus; it’s also a warning for churches.  It’s a reminder of how 

important it is to live out God’s mandated mission for the Church.  The consequences of getting off mission are dire.  It 

keeps people from away from God – if we’re not careful we can literally slam the Kingdom’s doors in the face of those 

seeking God.  But Jesus’ sermon isn’t all judgment.  Did you hear how his tone of voice changed at the end of the 

chapter?  After pronouncing all the woes he says, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, how often I have longed to gather your 

children together.”  Jesus isn’t glad to pronounce this judgment.  He longs for Jerusalem – he longs for the religious 

leaders to believe in the One whom God sent. 

 

Jesus, because of his love for God the Father and his love for the religious leaders and Jerusalem and the entire world, 

didn’t choose the easy path.  He could have avoided the hardship by staying out of Jerusalem, by leaving things in the 

Temple as they were, by avoiding conflict with religious leaders.  Instead, he came into Jerusalem ready to rumble 

because he knew that God’s plan for our salvation required it.  He was obedient unto death so that we might be free – free 

from the death of our shadow mission. 

 

Friends, there is so much at stake.  Too often Christians, and families, and small groups, and churches are devastated 

because of shadow mission – and I’ve seen it happen right here in our congregation.  So may it not happen any more!  

Let’s uncover our shadow missions and bring them into the light so that we can fully live the great and wonderful mission 

we have together in Christ. 
 

 

 

 

SERMON DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

 

1. Read Matthew 23 … all of it.  

2. Do you think it is an important detail that Jesus is no longer talking to the religious leaders but to the 

crowds and disciples?  Why or why not?  What difference does it make?  

3. What do you think is the point of verses 8 – 12?  Should we not call people Pastor or Elder or Deacon or 

Leader?  

4. What are the core problems Jesus raises in the seven ‘woes’?  How do they apply to us today?  

5. What is your shadow mission?  A shadow mission is focusing on something just off-center or selfish 

because of our ego and wounds.  

6. Can you find any hope in this passage?  Where or why?  

7. What do you think God is calling you to do as a result of this scripture and Sunday’s sermon?  
 


