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Matthew 23:16



 is the particle of warning of impending doom and disaster OUAI, meaning “Woe.”  With this we have the dative indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”  Then we have the vocative masculine plural noun HODĒGOS and adjective TUPHLOS, which means “blind guides.”  Next we have the appositional vocative masculine plural articular present active participle of the verb LEGW, which means “to say.”


The article is used as a relative pronoun, translated “who.”


The present tense is a descriptive present of what is now going on.


The active voice indicates that the scribes and Pharisees produce the action.


The participle is circumstantial.

“Woe to you, blind guides, who say,”
 is the nominative subject from the masculine singular relative pronoun HOS plus the indefinite particle AN, which together mean “Whoever.”  Then we have the third person singular aorist active subjunctive from the verb OMNUW, which means “to swear; to confirm by an oath; to take an oath.”


The aorist tense is a constative/futuristic aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that whoever produces the action.


The subjunctive mood is a potential subjunctive.

Next we have the preposition EN plus the instrumental of means from the masculine singular article and noun NAOS, which means “by the temple.”  This is followed by the predicate nominative from the neuter singular cardinal adjective OUDEIS, which means “nothing.”  With this we have the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb EIMI, which means “to be: that is.”


The present tense is an aoristic present, which describes the state of being as a fact.


The active voice indicates that taking an oath by the temple produces the state of being nothing.


The indicative mood is a declarative indicative for a simple/dogmatic statement of fact.

““Whoever takes an oath by the temple, that is nothing;”
 is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, which means “however” plus the nominative subject from the masculine singular relative pronoun HOS plus the indefinite particle AN, meaning “whoever.”  Next we have the third person singular aorist active subjunctive from the verb OMNUW, which means “to take an oath.”  The morphology is the same as previously used.  Then we have the preposition EN plus the instrumental of means from the masculine singular article and noun CHRUSOS, meaning “by the gold.”  This is followed by the possessive genitive from the masculine singular article and noun NAOS, meaning “of the temple.”  Finally we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb OPHEILW, which means “to owe; to be obligated; to be bound (by his oath).”


The present tense is a customary present for what normally occurs.


The active voice indicates that the person making the oath produces the action of being obligated or bound by the oath.


The indicative mood is a declarative indicative for a simple statement of fact.

“however, whoever takes an oath by the gold of the temple is obligated.””
Mt 23:16 corrected translation
“Woe to you, blind guides, who say, “Whoever takes an oath by the temple, that is nothing; however, whoever takes an oath by the gold of the temple is obligated.””
Explanation:
1.  “Woe to you, blind guides, who say,”

a.  This is the third warning of impending doom to the scribes and Pharisees.  See the explanation in the previous verse.


b.  Instead of the title ‘hypocrites’ Jesus labels the scribes and Pharisees as “blind guides” (Mt 15:14).  Being blind these leaders don’t know where they are going or what lies ahead of them.  Thus they easily leads others into the disaster they will all share.  They think they are spiritual guides, but know nothing of the spiritual life.  They are masters of the unspiritual life and are leading others to the same doom and disaster that will befall them.  They don’t see the disaster coming in spite of all the warning and signs Jesus has given them for the past three plus years.

2.  ““Whoever takes an oath by the temple, that is nothing;”

a.  Jesus continues His denunciation of the scribes and Pharisees by noting another one of their false and meaningless religious practices.


b.  The word “swear” is a misleading translation here; for we think of swearing as using filthy language; whereas the meaning of the Greek word refers to taking an oath or making a promise that you are going to do something.  The case here is making a solemn promise that you are going to do such and such, and guaranteeing the fulfillment of that promise by guaranteeing it on the reality of the existence of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem.  For example: “I promise by the Temple that I will repay this loan.”


c.  In this case the scribes and Pharisees claim that there is no efficacy in such a promise guaranteed by the Temple building.  That promise is meaningless, void, without effect and worthless.  In other words, you don’t have to keep such a promise made by the Temple or based on the Temple.  The scribes and Pharisees said that making such a promise by the Temple building didn’t have as much value as taking an oath by the gold stored in the Temple.

3.  “however, whoever takes an oath by the gold of the temple is obligated.””

a.  Jesus then describes the contrast of what the scribes and Pharisees thought of as real value guaranteeing a promise—the gold of the temple.  The Temple in Jerusalem was the central bank in Judaism.  Anyone who wanted their money kept in a safe place that was heavily guarded at all times deposited their money in a savings account in the Temple (for a small fee—there is nothing new under the sun).  When a person made a promise to fulfill an obligation by the gold of the Temple, he was guaranteeing the fulfillment of his debt by all the money he had deposited in the Temple account.  That person was truly obligated; for he risked his entire fortune on repayment of the debt or loan.


b.  So making a promise by the Temple itself didn’t really obligate a person.  But making a promise by the money in the Temple bank made the person fully obligated.  Contrast the following two oaths: (1) “I swear by the Temple, I am telling the truth.” (2) “I swear by all my gold in the Temple, I am telling the truth.”  Imagine a person saying, “If I am not telling the truth, you can have all the money I have in the bank.”


c.  So where is the hypocrisy?  The Temple is holy, the holy abode of the God of Israel.  Gold is not holy and has no spiritual value.  What did the scribes and Pharisees consider to be worth more, the gold or the abode of the God of Israel?  The religious leaders had wrong (backward) priorities.  They cared about the gold more than the House of God.  They talked about loving God more than anything in life; yet showed their love of money by how they guaranteed their promises.

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “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 temple that sanctified the gold and the altar that sanctified the gift.”


b.  “In the third woe Jesus pointed out the tricky character of the leaders.  When taking oaths, they made fine lines of distinction that could possibly invalidate their oaths.  If one swore by the temple, or by the altar of the temple, it meant nothing to them.  While thus appearing to be making a binding oath, they inwardly had no intention of keeping it.  But if one swore by the gold of the temple or the gift on the altar, he would be bound by the oath.”


c.  “The Jews apparently reasoned that, because a lien could not be put on the temple or altar, then oaths invoking those objects were meaningless.”


d.  “Jesus turns His attention to specific examples of Pharisaic blindness, namely those concerned with the swearing of oaths.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus discouraged this whole practice (Mt 5:34–37), teaching His disciples that they should always tell the truth, so that it would not be necessary for them to back up what they were saying with an oath.  But according to the rabbinic literature, the swearing of oaths was commonplace among the Jews.  A whole tractate of the Mishnah is given over to the subject (Shebu‛ot), with the corresponding section of the Talmud.  This tractate goes into a bewildering variety of forms of oaths, their validity and their invalidity, and this makes it clear that the topic was both difficult and of enormous interest for what went on in daily life.  Jesus gives an example. To swear by the temple meant nothing; the oath was not binding.  But to swear by the gold of the temple was binding.”


e.  “Unless a Pharisee swore ‘by the gold of the Sanctuary’ he was under no moral obligation.”
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