John 1:1
Matthew 23:27



 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.”  This is followed by three vocative masculine plural nouns with one connecting KAI, meaning “and.”  The nouns are: GRAMMATEUS, meaning “scribes;” PHARISAIOS, meaning “Pharisees;” and the noun HUPOCRITĒS, meaning “hypocrites.”  This last word is an appositional vocative to the other two titles.

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!”
 is the causal use of the conjunction HOTI, meaning “Because,” followed by the second person plural present active indicative of the verb PAROMOIAZW, which means “to be like something: you are like.”


The present tense is a static and aoristic present, which regards the state of being as a permanent fact.


The active voice indicates that the scribes and Pharisees produce the state of being/action.


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

Next we have the dative of comparison from the masculine plural noun TAPHOS plus the dative masculine plural perfect passive participle of the verb KONIAW, which means “to be whitewashed.”  This is a substantival participle, being used as an adjective modifying the previous noun.  The phrase is translated “whitewashed graves/tombs.

“Because you are like whitewashed tombs,”
 is the appositional nominative subject from the masculine plural relative pronoun HOSTIS, meaning “which,” followed by the Attic Greek coordinating conjunctions MEN…DE (see the next clause), meaning “on the one hand…but on the other hand.”  Next we have the adverb of place EXWTHEN, meaning “outwardly.”  Then we have the third person plural present passive indicative of the verb PHAINW, which means “to appear to be.”
  Because the verb means ‘appear to be’ it takes its object as a predicate nominative.


The present tense is a descriptive present of what is now occurring.


The passive voice indicates that the scribes and Pharisees receive the action.


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

This is followed by the predicate nominative from the masculine plural adjective HWRAIOS, which means “beautiful, lovely, or fair in appearance.”

“which on the one hand outwardly appears to be beautiful,”
 is the coordinating use of the postpositive conjunction DE in the MEN…DE construction, meaning “…but on the other hand.”  With this we have the adverb of place ESWTHEN, which means “inside.”  Next we have the third person plural present active indicative of the verb GEMW, which means “to be full of something.”


The present tense is a descriptive present of the current state of being.


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


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

Then we have the genitive of content from the neuter plural noun OSTEON plus the masculine or neuter adjective NEKROS, meaning “of dead men’s bones.”  This is followed by the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the genitive of content from the adjective PAS and the noun AKATHARSIA, which means “all filth, dirt, refuse, waste, garbage, uncleanness.”

“but on the other hand inside are full of dead men’s bones and all filth.”
Mt 23:27 corrected translation
“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  Because you are like whitewashed tombs, which on the one hand outwardly appears to be beautiful, but on the other hand inside are full of dead men’s bones and all filth.”
Explanation:
1.  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!”

a.  See verse 13 for the explanation of this statement.


b.  This is the sixth ‘woe’ in the series of woes: verses 13, 15, 16, 23, 25, 27.

2.  “Because you are like whitewashed tombs,”

a.  As with the other predictions of woe, the Lord gives an explanation or reason why this woe is going to be administered to the scribes and Pharisees.


b.  Jesus compares the scribes and Pharisees to whitewashed tombs or gravestones.  Whitewash is a thin, liquid paint, brushed on the surface of a rock or stone to make it look better than a dull, dirty rock.  It would be applied to the stone covering an opening to a tomb carved out in the side of a hill/mountain or on a gravestone, like the white gravestones that mark the burial places of soldiers in Arlington National Cemetery.


c.  The point Jesus is making is that the scribes and Pharisees pay careful attention to what they look like externally and how they behave in front of others, so people will be impressed by their appearance and manner of behavior.  They act and speak all for show, in order to gain the approbation of others.  On the outside they look clean and pure to others, just like a whitewashed tombstone.

3.  “which on the one hand outwardly appears to be beautiful,”

a.  Jesus continues the contrast by defining exactly what He means by a whitewashed tomb/grave.  The contrast is set up by the fifth century B.C. Attic Greek MEN…DE construction, which means “on the one hand…but on the other hand.”


b.  The first part of the comparison is the outward appearance, which is characterized as being HWRAIOS, which means being beautiful, lovely, or fair in appearance.  The word is used to describe “persons (Daniel), angels, and even trees and costly and artistic gates of polytheists’ temples.”

4.  “but on the other hand inside are full of dead men’s bones and all filth.”

a.  Now comes the contrast, which describes the inside of the scribes and Pharisees, that is, what’s in their souls.  The contrast is between what the scribes and Pharisees look like externally to others and what the reality is on the inside of them in their souls.


b.  The soul is full of dead men’s bones.  This is a reference to spiritual death.  Unbelievers are ‘dead men walking’.  The scribes and Pharisees were dead spiritually, which was eventually going to produce nothing but dead bones.  All their beautiful external appearance would one day be nothing more than a pile of dead bones laying in a whitewashed tomb or grave.  Their souls were as spiritually dead now as their bones would be in the future.


c.  The Lord then adds to this description an even more damning description—these men are full of all filth, that is, the contents of the inside of a burial tomb, which made a Jew ‘unclean’.  This is a reminder of the famous Old Testament statement in Isa 64:6, “For all of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like filthy rags;…”  Our mental attitude sins are the filthy rags of our soul.  They defile us and make us spiritually unclean or filthy.  And Jesus characterizes this mental filthiness (hatred, anger, bitterness, malice, etc.) as being “full.”  The scribes and Pharisees have filled up the full measure of their sinfulness in mental attitude, verbal, and overt sins. 

5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Jewish people were careful not to touch dead bodies or anything relating to the dead, because this would make them ceremonially unclean (Num 19:11ff).  They would whitewash the tombs lest someone accidentally get defiled, and this was done especially at Passover season.  What a graphic picture of the hypocrite: white on the outside, but filled with defilement and death on the inside.”


b.  “A custom then was to keep tombs painted white on the outside so they would appear beautiful.  But inside the tombs was the decaying flesh of dead people.  Similarly, while the Pharisees appeared beautiful on the outside because of their religious conformity, they were corrupt and decaying inside.”


c.  “The sixth woe completes a third pair. It makes the same point as the previous woe, only via the metaphor of beautiful tombstones in cemeteries, so incongruous in view of the death they mask. For other Jews tombs also epitomized ritual impurity.”


d.  “The next woe likens the scribes and Pharisees to whitewashed tombs, which refers to the customs of burial.  People were not necessarily buried together in cemeteries; isolated graves might be found in all sorts of places.  A grave might not be well kept after a long lapse of time (the relatives of the buried person might all die themselves), and the grave could easily become inconspicuous. People not familiar with the locality but passing through on the way up to Jerusalem for a feast might well accidentally make contact with such a grave, and the contact would make them ceremonially unclean (Num 19:11–22; verse 16 explicitly says that anyone who touches a grave is unclean for seven days).  As a help for such pilgrims (and others) tombs were whitewashed on the fifteenth of the month Adar, a month before Passover; the tombs would then be conspicuous and anyone passing through would be warned, even though they had little local knowledge.  The care with which such tombs were whitewashed made them beautiful, but it did nothing for the fact that inside such tombs there were dead people’s bones and all uncleanness.  Nothing could be more ‘unclean’ than the inside of a tomb.”

� BDAG, p. 1047, meaning 4.


� BDAG, p. 1103, meaning 2.


� Arndt, W., Danker, F. W., & Bauer, W. (2000). A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian literature (3rd ed., p. 1103). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


� Wiersbe, W. W. (1996). The Bible Exposition Commentary (Vol. 1, p. 85). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.


� Barbieri, L. A., Jr. (1985). Matthew. In The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (Vol. 2, p. 75). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.


� Blomberg, C. (1992). Matthew (Vol. 22, p. 347). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers.


� Morris, L. (1992). The Gospel According to Matthew (p. 585). Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: W.B. Eerdmans; Inter-Varsity Press.





2
4

