John 1:1
Matthew 23:33



 is the vocative masculine plural from the noun OPHIS, which means “vipers, serpents.”  Then we have the vocative neuter plural from the noun GENNĒMA, meaning “offspring, brood” plus the genitive of relationship from the feminine plural noun ECHIDNA, which means “of snakes.”

“Serpents!  Offspring of snakes!”
 is the interrogative adverb PWS, meaning “How?,” followed by the second person plural aorist active subjunctive of the verb PHEUGW, which means “to flee; to escape.”


The aorist tense is a futuristic aorist, which views the entire future action as a potential fact.  This can be translated by use of the English auxiliary verb “will.”


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


The subjunctive mood is a deliberative subjunctive, which is used in interrogative sentences that deal with what is possible.

Then we have the preposition APO plus the ablative of separation from the feminine singular article and noun KRISIS, which means “from the judgment, condemnation, punishment.”  Finally, we have the descriptive genitive (genitive of identity) or possessive genitive from the feminine singular article and noun GEENNA, which means “of Gehenna.”

“How will you escape from the punishment of Gehenna?”
Mt 23:33 corrected translation
“Serpents!  Offspring of snakes!  How will you escape from the punishment of Gehenna?”
Explanation:
1.  “Serpents!  Offspring of snakes!”

a.  Jesus has another invective against the scribes and Pharisees that has two parts.  He calls the scribes and Pharisees serpents, which is a clear reference to the satanic attack on mankind in the Garden of Eden.  The Lord associates what the scribes and Pharisees do with their tongues to what Satan did in the Garden speaking to and deceiving the woman.  The Jews despised serpents, snakes, vipers of every type as the lowest form of animal.  There is nothing meek and mild in Jesus’ description of these vile men.  For Satan’s title of ‘Serpent’ see Rev 20:2.


b.  The scribes and Pharisees are not only serpents, but they are the sons of serpents, snakes, and/or vipers.  This indicates that their parents and ancestors were just as evil, just as bad, just as sinful.  The implication is that the parents of the scribes and Pharisees passed on their sinfulness, evil, and wrongdoing to their children, who now are being confronted by Jesus for what they really are—the children of the devil.

2.  “How will you escape from the punishment of Gehenna?”

a.  The Lord then asks a rhetorical question to which the scribes and Pharisees know the answer (by believing that Jesus is the Messiah), but refuse to do the only thing they can do to escape the lake of fire.  The punishment of Gehenna is the eternal lake of fire.


b.  The noun KRISIS means “judgment, condemnation, and punishment.”  These men will receive their condemnation, judgment and punishment at the Last Judgment and then be cast into the eternal lake of fire (Gehenna is the place outside of Jerusalem where trash was burned).  The only way anyone can escape this condemnation, judgment and punishment is by believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, that is, believing He is the Messiah and can and will save a person from this most horrible judgment.


c.  The Lord knows that these men will not change their minds about who and what Jesus is.  Therefore, He foretells what their final judgment will be, being the Judge, who will pass this judgment on them in the future.  They are getting one final warning, which they will disbelieve and ignore.


d.  As a side note for those who say there is no such place as Gehenna or Hell or the lake of fire, consider that to do so is to call Jesus a liar.  He certainly believed and knew that such a place existed or would exist.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Some of this judgment came when Jerusalem was destroyed, and the rest will be meted out in eternity.”


b.  “In severe language Jesus condemned the religious leaders, whose eternal destiny was the place of eternal punishment (compare Gehenna in 5:22).  The evidence that they were deserving of hell would be their continual rejection of the truth.”


c.  “By rejecting Jesus, this band of men had embarked on a path which He knew would end in them rounding off the crimes of the Jewish nation, and which would end in Hell for them as a group.”


d.  “Jesus’ invective continues and reaches its zenith. These particular Jewish leaders are ‘snakes,’ like their father the devil (compare Jn 8:44).  ‘Brood of vipers’ repeats the language of Mt 3:7 and 12:34.  The rhetorical question of verse 33b seems to imply there is no escape.”
  [As a side note for those communicators of the word of God, I add a note of how God the Holy Spirit works in a pastor’s study.  I haven’t used the word ‘invective’ in my vocabulary in fifty years, but that was the first word that the Spirit brought to my mind as I began to write my explanation of the verse.  It is the same word used by this commentator.  And yes, I wrote my explanation without reading this commentary first.  The Holy Spirit gave this commentator and I the same adjective to describe what the Lord Jesus was doing.  Inspiration is a wonderful and amazing thing.]


e.  “Jesus addresses them as “You snakes” and then as “You brood of vipers.” We should probably not try too hard to distinguish between the two expressions.  Snakes is a term that covers a wide variety of reptiles, and while viper apparently in strictness refers to ‘a constrictor snake’, in this context there will not be much difference from snakes.  Brood of vipers is repeated from the denunciation of John the Baptist (Mt 3:7; only Matthew tells us that Jesus repeats John’s words).  The whole expression means ‘snakes and sons of snakes’; the words and works of the Pharisees of Jesus’ day show their genuine kinship with the vipers who had put the prophets to death in earlier days.  These Pharisees who have no difficulty in understanding that those who ill-treated the prophets in earlier days were destined for hell are invited to reflect on their own position.  If those who opposed the prophets were so clearly sentenced to hell, then how are contemporary followers of the persecutors and executioners of the prophets to escape the same sentence?”


f.  “Their doom is sealed.”
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