
Woe (Luke 11:37-54)

Sunday school April 23, 2017

I want to call you attention to READ Luke 11:37-44. In the last part of chapter 11, the
scene shifts from Jesus speaking to the multitude (and answering their accusation of fighting
on the wrong side of the spirit war and their seeking a sign) to Jesus dining in private with
a group of Pharisees and Jewish leaders. This is not the first time He was invited to dinner
by a Pharisee. Back in chapter 7, another unnamed Pharisee had Him as a guest for dinner,
and that led to His feet being anointed by a prostitute. I mentioned back then that we didn’t
know the Pharisee’s motives for inviting Him to dinner. Maybe he was genuinely interested
in what Jesus had to say, but I suggested in my opinion that was an attempt to entrap Jesus,
to find an accusation they can bring against Him.

In this case, the Luke leaves no question as to the Pharisee’s motives, at least by the end
of this conversation. We didn’t read this far, but if you look down to the very end of the
chapter READ v. 53, 54. So Luke explicitly tells us they are looking for a way to entrap
Him. The rather harsh way Jesus addresses them also implies that this was a trap. The way
Jesus addresses them is some of the harshest language in the book of Luke. We often present
Jesus as this gentle, meek, all-loving, all-caring guy, and He is to those who are seeking
God’s grace. To those who thought they have righteousness in themselves, He was very
harsh, especially considering they had just invited Him to dinner. If you invited someone to
dinner and they said things to you like Jesus says to His hosts here, you probably wouldn’t
think very highly of that guest either. What Jesus does here is not the way social norms and
polite company works. But Jesus’ otherwise offensive behavior is justified in this case for one
reason, and that reason is summarized in one word at the very beginning of verse 39: Lord.
As I’ve mentioned before, Lord is a very high form of address. It recognizes the authority He
has because He is God. Therefore, the points He makes in this text, even though harsh and
outside the social norms, are accurate, and we know that because of who is making them.

The key word in this text is the word “woe.” That’s actually the title of the lesson today,
just “Woe.” That word appears 6 times in this text, and it carries the idea divine judgment.
So in this text, when Jesus pronounces woes on the Jewish leaders, Jesus is laying out very
directly 6 reasons the Jewish leaders will be under divine judgment. In other words, He is
laying out point by point the case that He and ultimately God has against the Pharisees
and lawyers. That’s what we will study today: God’s case against the Jewish leaders.

Transition: So let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. I’ve organized Jesus’ points in terms of
things the Jewish leaders were getting or doing wrong. I’m going to try to go through these
rather quickly because 1 week of woes is enough. First point...
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I. The Outside Versus the Inside READ v. 37-41 Jesus’ first point against the
Pharisees is that they cared more about being clean on the outside than being clean on the
inside. Most of us care about both. Yesterday I baked myself a frozen pizza. I had some
dirty plates and cups by the sink, but I didn’t use any of those to eat my pizza on. I got a
clean plate and clean cup out of the cupboard. Most of you would probably have done the
same. What’s on the outside is important, in this case for controlling illness and bacteria.
Also, the outside is what other people see. The Pharisee marvels that Jesus does not wash
His outside before eating in verse 38. Interestingly, washing before a meal is not required
under the Jewish law. Washing is required for ceremonial purity in other cases, but not this
one.

So the outside is important, partly because that’s what other people see, but the really
important thing is on the inside because that’s what God sees. Man looks on the outward
appearance, but God looks on the heart. Mark 7:18-23 talk about the evil things on the
outside (the meats and food we eat), but the real evil is on the inside: evil thoughts,
adulteries, fornications, and so on. The outside can be cleaned with water, but the only
way to get clean on the inside is by trusting in Jesus. Last week I gave you the reference I
Corinthians 6:11, which calls us washed, sanctified, and justified. That describes the cleaning
on the inside that happens when we trust Christ. Both the outside and inside are important,
but the inside is far more important than the outside.

Transition: Next fault with the Pharisees...

II. Minor Versus Major READ v. 42 Jesus accuses them here of emphasizing the little
thing (the minor) while ignoring or failing to do the important thing (the major). As a
student at university, you have to declare a major, a discipline you intend to spend a lot
of time studying, but many students also declare a minor, another disciplne in which you
have a little specialized knowledge. For example, if you declare a major in mathematics at
Anderson University, you will have to take 15 math courses, and in some of them you will
be subjected to me. If you declare a minor in mathematics at Anderson University, you will
have to take 6 math courses, possibly none of them under me. Many students have both
a major and a minor, but the major is more important that the minor because that will
probably lead to a job and a career.

In this context, the minor is the tithing on “mint and rue and all manner of herbs,” that
is, tithing on the tiniest things. It’s not that tithing isn’t important. To the contrary, it’s
very important and very required of God’s people to stay in fellowship with Him. But Jesus’
complaint is that they are sure to tithe on even the tiniest of thing but then fail to do the
major: “the judgment and love of God” as Jesus calls it here. Elsewhere it is called hearing
and doing God’s word. Luke 6:41 talks about the beam and the mote in your eye. They
worry about removing the mote (the little thing) out of someone else’s eye, but don’t worry
about removing the beam (the big thing) from their own. We want to do both, the major
and the minor, but we had better make absolute sure we do the major: hearing and doing
God’s word.
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Transition: Next point...

III. Appearance Versus Reality READ v. 43-44 In the culture of that day, the Jews
whitewashed tombs to make it obvious it was a tomb to prevent someone from accidentally
touching it and therefore becoming ceremonially unclean. The whitewashing also gave it a
nice, clean appearance even though in reality it was still a grave full of stinking, decaying,
rotting flesh. Likewise, the Pharisees had the appearance of righteousness. They were
respected religious leaders within the community, as indicated by verse 43, but in reality
on the inside where God sees they were dead. If you were influenced by these leaders, they
would corrupt you just like touching a whitewashed grave would make you ceremonially
unclean. That’s the reality versus the appearance.

Transition: The next couple verses are kind of funny, depending on how you read them.
The topic is...

IV. Burdens Versus Freedom In verse 45, a lawyer, not a Pharisee but someone trained
as an expert in the Jewish law, pipes up, READ v. 45. Then as if to reassure him that he
is not left out, Jesus responds READ v. 46. One of the facts in this world is that, past
a certain point, the more laws you have the less freedom people have. You need some laws
to keep people with our evil hearts from doing evil things to other people. We don’t want
anarchy, and neither does God: that’s why He gave the law to teach men good and evil.
Paul tells us that in the reference I gave you, Romans 7:7. But past that point the more
laws you have the less freedom you have. The more things you have to do, the less freedom
you have to do the things you want to do. That’s the trap of socialism. You write laws to
force people to do “good things” that may or may not really be good, but you take away
freedom to do the things you want to do.

The important thing to notice here is that Jesus condemns the lawyers, not the law. In verse
46, He says, “for ye lade men.” The lawyers were adding burdens and adding laws over and
above what God had commanded, which was sufficient or else He would have commanded
more. Simultaneously, they invented ways for themselves to circumvent the laws they made
everybody else keep. That’s the meaning of that last phrase in verse 46 “ye yourselves
touch not the burdens with one of your fingers.” What they were doing is like Congress
passing a law for everybody else and then exempting themselves from their own law. On
the other hand, Jesus said elsewhere “Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make
you free.” That’s John 8:32. So Jesus criticizes the lawyers for adding laws to what God
had commanded, circumventing the laws for themselves, and thereby taking away people’s
freedom to know the truth and worship God in spirit and truth.

Transition: Next point...
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V. Rejecting Versus Hearing and Doing READ v. 47-51 The prophets are the people
whom God had sent as messengers to His people, and here Jesus is identifying a pattern in
the Old Testament of the Jewish leaders rejecting God’s messengers. The two people He
mentions, Abel and Zacharias, are interesting because we don’t usually think of either of
them as prophets. In Genesis 4:8, Abel was the first person in the Bible to be physically
killed. The Zacharias Jesus mentions here is not the prophet Zechariah who has an Old
Testament book that bears his name or Zacharias the father of John the Baptist from Luke
chapter 1; to the best of our knowledge neither of them were killed. Rather, this Zacharias
is the priest Zacharias from II Chronicles 24. During a time when idol worship was common
in Jerusalem, Zacharias tried to make a stand for God and God’s law. As a result, King
Joash commanded that he be stoned, and he was in II Chronicles 24:21. The significance
of that Zacharias is that, in the Jewish ordering of the Old Testament, Malachi is not the
last book like it is in our Bible. The last book in the Jewish Old Testament is II Chronicles.
So Abel was the first godly man to be killed in the Jewish Old Testament; Zacharias was
the last. There were many prophets who got killed and rejected in between. Jeremiah got
thrown into prison. Isaiah got snubbed by King Ahaz when he refused to ask for a sign when
Isaiah told him to. Elijah got chased into the wilderness by Jezebel. So Jesus’ point is the
Jewish leaders in the Old Testament had a pattern of rejecting God’s prophets as opposed
to listening to them and doing what they said. These leaders were continuing that pattern
by rejecting God’s greatest prophet, namely Jesus, who was much more than a prophet.

Transition: The last point in Jesus’ case against the Jewish leaders is...

VI. Knowledge Versus Ignorance READ v. 52 As experts in the law, the Pharisees and
lawyers should have been the ones to open the people’s minds to following God the way He
had prescribed to follow Him. Instead, they had no experiential knowledge of following God
themselves, and anyone who followed them were going to be led astray. As a math professor,
my students look to me to dispense knowledge and illuminate the subject of mathematics.
One of the problems in math education today is that we have a lot of high school math
teachers who are “certified” to teach math but really don’t know much math. Then, of
course, their students who ultimately end up in my classroom don’t know much math either.
That’s the accusation Jesus is laying to these lawyers. They should be teaching the way of
the Lord to the people, but they don’t know it themselves.

Conclusion

As a final thought, I didn’t teach this lesson as a rebuke (woe unto you). If you see your
actions in the case Jesus lays against the Jewish leaders, then OK: accept the rebuke, repent,
and change your ways. Rather, I wanted to remind you of the harsh words and judgment
that Jesus has for the the self-righteous. At the end of the day, we are all sinners saved by
grace. I have been around enough universities to realize that every university, even Christian
university, has a few faculty and administrators who have forgotten they were ever sinners.
They think they never make a mistake. It doesn’t matter how many degrees you have or if
you have pastored a church for 50 years. Those are great and worthy things, but they don’t
make us righteous. Never stop trusting Him, and never lose sight of your need for His grace.
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