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			Preface—
It affects all of us…

			

			What comes to your mind when you hear the word “Pharisee”?

			Probably this: the hypocrites of old. Law-keeping theologians. The ones with those strange teachings. Rigid stare. Cold hearts. Enemies of Jesus. Critics of grace. Pious professionals—without real life.

			But then comes the quick inner reaction:

			“That’s history. I have nothing to do with that.”

			Really? Did the Pharisees truly cease to exist two thousand years ago? Or did they merely change their garments­—and go by other names today?

			I believe the Pharisees are still alive and well to this very day. The Pharisaic spirit lives on!

			It sits on church benches.

			It stands behind pulpits.

			It dwells in “pious” hearts.

			You don’t always notice it at first glance—but it’s there. Quiet. Proud. Unseen.

			It doesn’t hide behind sin, but behind religiosity—behind a “faithfulness to Scripture” that lacks love; behind an “order” that chills the soul; behind “principles” that crush people.

			And—this is the real challenge—it doesn’t only live around us. It lurks within my own and your own religious flesh. That’s why it can appear in any one of us.

			

			That’s what this book is about—not the Pharisees of yesterday, but their spirit, which is still alive today and which God desires to expose.

			Not to condemn us, but to set us free.

			A minor issue? Not at all!

			Did you know? In the Gospels, the Pharisees appear in over a hundred verses—not as a passing note, not as a footnote, but as the main opponents of Jesus, the enemies of grace.

			Sometimes in discussions, sometimes with raised eyebrows, sometimes with stones in their hands.

			That raises the question: Why does the Bible describe their thinking, their actions, their relationship to the Law—and above all, their continual conflicts with Jesus Christ—in such detail?

			The answer is as uncomfortable as it is clear: because God wants us to look more closely—not only at them, but at ourselves.

			The Bible says,

			“All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof.” (2 Tim. 3:16)

			That also applies to those passages where, while reading, we are quick to think,

			“Ah yes—the Pharisees. I’m glad I’m not one of them!”

			

			But be careful: perhaps that’s exactly why God had so much written about them—because they have more to do with us than we’d like to admit.

			A book for people who thought they didn’t have a problem

			When I § read Tom Hovestol’s book1 about the Pharisees some time ago, I was deeply shaken. All of a sudden it was as if scales fell from my eyes—I realised how much modern Pharisaism existed in my own life without me even noticing it.

			How often I had been proud of my supposed knowledge of the Bible. How quickly I had put fellow Christians into boxes just because they saw things differently.

			How easily I had placed performance and routine above the condition of my heart—and how rarely I had honestly examined myself and my spiritual surroundings.

			I’m very thankful for that eye-opener. Because only those who realise they’re sick can be healed (see Luke 5:31). However, to my shame, I must admit that the healing process is taking longer than I thought…

			When I write about Pharisaism in this book, I’m not doing so from a safe distance. I write as someone who is infected himself—and who has learned how much God’s help is needed to be set free.

			

			Therefore: Test the thoughts in this book against the Word of God—and hold on to what is good. I am only passing on my convictions—and what I hope will be helpful. But: I do not have a monopoly on the truth—I remain a learner and only know in part.

			This book is not a courtroom—but a mirror.

			Not an indictment—but a wake-up call.

			An invitation to take an honest look.

			To recognise where we have become hard on the inside, conformed on the outside—and spiritually dried up. 

			It’s about healing. Personal—and collective. About deliverance from a spirit that appears pious but empties the heart. And it’s about courageously breaking free: out of the façade, towards a faith that is genuine, alive—and deeply rooted in Jesus.

			When truth hurts—yet heals

			This book is not aimed at any particular group, denomination or congregation. I have contacts with believers from very different church backgrounds—and I now know that Pharisees know no denominational boundaries.

			Some of the points I make are based on my own experience. However, much of it also comes from interactions with Christians from different circles. So please do not try to guess names or congregations. Speculation can quickly lead to false assumptions. 

			The key is to let the examples sink in—and to ask yourself where they might apply to you.

			

			Sadly, Pharisaism is a widespread problem among many believers today. It’s a spiritual disease that spreads like leprosy and harms many of God’s children.

			Not everyone will like what I write in this book. Some will nod in agreement. Others will frown. Some will be annoyed. Why?

			Because it hits home.

			Because it gets personal.

			Because it points to the heart of the matter.

			So, should we avoid the subject for the sake of peace? Jesus Christ didn’t do that! He didn’t politely avoid the Pharisees—He confronted them head-on. He didn’t remain silent, but exposed their attitudes. He brought them into the light of God. 

			And that’s exactly what it’s all about: holding up the mirror that God gives us through the Pharisees. Asking ourselves the question: Do I recognise myself in this mirror? 

			So it’s not about all of us going on a Pharisee hunt in our own circles. As someone once aptly said:

			“If you really want to look for faults, use a mirror, not binoculars!”

			Chapter 1. 
When dedication derails—From a good start to a hardened heart

			

			Let’s be honest: When was the last time you asked yourself whether you’re still able to take criticism? Or, to put it another way: Can I cope when God steps on my toes—and doesn’t just pat me on the back? And when He uses other people to do so? To what extent am I prepared to question my convictions, my motivation, my behaviour and my self-image in the light of the Bible?

			We like to look at the characteristics of spiritual heroes such as Abraham, David or Paul—in order to emulate their faith. But let’s be honest: Who voluntarily studies the Pharisees in order to learn from their mistakes for their own life of faith?

			Jesus Christ expressly warned His disciples not to copy the behaviour of the Pharisees. That’s why He says:

			 “Do not do according to their works.” (Mt. 23:3)

			And also:

			“Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.” (Lk. 12:1)

			Leaven is deceptive. Because it spreads. It’s pervasive. It works in secret and spreads its influence. That’s exactly what the Pharisaic spirit does. That’s why we should be on our guard against it!

			But how can we do that in practical terms? What characterises this spirit? How can we recognise it? What drives it? And above all: what causes it?

			To find answers to these questions, let’s take a closer look at this hot potato. 

			

			The Pharisees—closer than our ego can bear?

			Pharisees. Just hearing the word makes us cringe. Pious performance. Cold hearts. Law enforcement officers in sandals. That’s how we usually imagine them.

			But wait a minute. What if our image is skewed?

			What if we only know the Pharisees from the worst camera angle? And what if their origins were entirely different from what we think?

			The truth is, we usually only know the end product—but not the story behind it. Not their beginnings. Not the “why” behind the “how”.

			The amazing thing is that, especially in “Bible-believing” Christian circles, we resemble them more than we would like (or perhaps would like to admit). Because the Pharisees had a pretty strong start.

			They wanted to do good.

			With the right motivation.

			Conviction-driven people with a heart for God’s Word.

			In the period between Malachi and the birth of Jesus, Israel was in spiritual decline. Judaism was becoming increasingly secularised. Watered down. Corrupted.

			Greek zeitgeist, pagan influence, dubious compromises—a devastating spiritual slump.

			But then: a counter-movement. The Pharisees emerge. Pious. Determined. Faithful to the Scriptures—all the way from the top of their heads to their sandals. Their name means “the separated ones”—and that name said it all.

			No mixing.

			No shady deals.

			No half measures.

			Where the Sadducees flirted with the Roman world to secure their political power, the Pharisees drew a clear line. Separation was not a secondary issue for them—it was their trademark. They wanted purity. Clarity. Truth. And honestly, was that really so wrong?

			When keeping “the old paths” becomes a calling

			“Back to the Scriptures!” That was the Pharisees’ battle cry. Their heartbeat. Their mission.

			They didn’t just want to study the Word of God—they wanted to live it, apply it, realise it. Not just theory, but practice. Not lukewarm, but with consistent obedience.

			And you have to give them credit: their knowledge of the Bible and appreciation for the Word of God was legendary. They learned large portions by heart. No one in Israel could recite all 613 commandments of the Mosaic Law as well as they could.

			The Pharisees themselves weren’t always on the same page. There were two camps, two schools of thought, two great theologians: Hillel and Shammai. Both were highly respected rabbis, real big shots of their time—active a few decades before Jesus was born.

			

			Shammai was the stricter of the two. He was fixated on upholding the truth. His motto was: truth, yes; leeway, no. Hillel also took the law seriously. But he interpreted it with a little more compassion.

			Free spirit? Boundary-crosser? Theological maverick? Not the Pharisees!

			Anyone who had their own opinion on a text could immediately secure a place on the ‘watch list’. Because anything that couldn’t be traced back to a recognised rabbi was automatically suspicious.

			Originality was not in demand—tradition was king. Every tenet needed a footnote. And the footnote needed a foot—preferably that of a well-known rabbi.

			Ezra, the scribe, was particularly highly regarded. A good man. He lived long before the Pharisees and was their theological role model: someone who not only studied God’s law, but also taught it—and practised it (see Ezra 7:10).

			The problem? Over time, healthy reverence for the forefathers turned into religious tunnel vision.

			Holiness for all—now with a training plan!

			The Pharisees not only wanted to live holy lives themselves—they also wanted everyone else to do the same. Purity for the entire nation!

			They were essentially Israel’s spiritual fitness trainers. With lots of rules to achieve peak performance.

			The Jewish historian Josephus praises their zeal: they really did everything they could to please God. With deep sincerity. With devotion. And with a rulebook that was perhaps thicker than many editions of the Bible. What could possibly go wrong?

			Authentic rather than artificial—
a return to real religion

			Religion was a matter close to the Pharisees’ hearts. They wanted to serve God. But not just any old way. They wanted to do so in accordance with their understanding of the Holy Scriptures. But this is precisely where they encountered a major problem: temple worship had become increasingly degenerate in their time. It smacked more of politics than worship.

			The priestly caste, the Levites and the religious elite had strayed miles away from the spiritual purity that God demanded in the law. The Pharisees could not and would not identify with this.

			So: out of the corrupt temple system—into something that had already been born during the Babylonian exile: the synagogue. The clean alternative to the spiritual swamp—with much better air to breathe. A place where the Word of God was valued, read and explained. A place of prayer.

			Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? Almost like an early form of the evangelical movement: out of mixed systems. Away from religious show and spiritual compromise. Towards genuine worship. With substance and heart.

			Interestingly, Jesus Christ Himself had the habit of going to the synagogue on the Sabbath. He read the Scriptures there—and also interpreted them. So the idea of synagogue worship cannot have been entirely wrong.

			Terribly close to the truth

			In addition, the Pharisees were correct on many doctrinal points. Unlike the Sadducees, they believed in the resurrection, angels and spirits. This meant that they were much closer to biblical truth than their liberal contemporaries.

			No wonder Paul sought theological support from them without further ado when things got tough for him in Jerusalem before the Jewish Sanhedrin (see Acts 23:6). And even Jesus Christ made the astonishing statement:

			“The scribes and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. Therefore whatever they tell you to observe, that observe and do.” (Mt. 23:2–3)

			In other words: the theory was correct—often. The truth was within reach.

			When the Pharisees suddenly seem sympathetic

			The Gospels show that the Pharisees prayed a lot, fasted diligently, hated sin, strove for sanctification, gave generously—and promoted their convictions energetically.

			In addition, they respected the elderly, upheld family values and practised hospitality. 

			

			Because of their consistent separation and adherence to the Word of God, they were at times even terribly persecuted. Nevertheless, they didn’t throw in the towel. “Giving up”—no way. “Continue faithfully” was the motto—come what may!

			When viewed from this perspective, the Pharisees suddenly appear in an entire new light. Suddenly, they seem much closer to us. After all, the qualities just mentioned are all values that we cherish today: 

			A disciplined life. Conscientious separation from the world. Personal sanctification. Pure worship. Evangelistic zeal. The parallels between the Pharisees of Jesus’ time and conservative evangelical Christians today are truly striking. 

			This is what they wanted: to separate themselves from the world—just like us. They wanted to uphold and obey the Word of God—just like us. They wanted to please God—just like us.

			Does that mean that every conservative Christian is automatically a die-hard Pharisee? No, obviously not! 

			But the next time we look in the mirror and suddenly see a slightly Pharisaical expression staring back at us, perhaps we should take a closer look at ourselves. The line between spiritual determination and spiritual pride is sometimes

			
			

			Dramatic developments— 
the path to gradual decline

			“God raises up a work; 
it becomes a movement; then a machine; and finally a monument.” (Vance Havner)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			From the narrow way to the slippery slope

			
			
			
			
			
			

			Chapter 2. 
Separation—
divine calling or human escape plan?

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The decisive call of God

			
			
			

			
			“Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers. … Therefore ‘Come out from among them and be separate, says the Lord. Do not touch what is unclean’.” (2 Cor. 6:14, 17)

			
			
			
			
			“I will be a Father to you, and you shall be My sons and daughters.” (2 Cor. 6:18)

			Not all that glitters Christian-like is gold

			
			
			
			“Depart from iniquity.” (2 Tim. 2:19) 

			
			
			
			
			“in his evil deeds.“ (2 Jn. 11)

			
			
			
			
			
			From Elevation to Isolation—
How Pride Breeds Sectarianism

			
			

			“God, I thank You that I am not like other men—extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this tax collector.“ (Lk. 18:11)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“Teaching that remains theoretical, however, can breed indifference or arrogance. Also, preaching that fails to balance instruction with love and grace may reflect intolerance. And finally, when biblical knowledge becomes an end in itself, it brushes dangerously close to idolatry—worshiping the Bible above its Author, Jesus Christ.” 2

			
			Separated—but never superior. 
No high horse for heaven’s citizens

			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			From a pure heart to a narrow circle—when the standard shifts

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			“Depart from iniquity.“ (2 Tim 2:19)

			
			
			“Abstain from every form of evil.“ (1 Thess. 5:22) 

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			“Pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart.” (2 Tim. 2:22)

			
			

			Jesus received—while we dismiss?

			
			“The Christian is in no less danger [than the Jew]. For on the one hand he is entrusted with a testimony of truth far beyond what the Jew had; and, on the other, his separation does not consist so much in external forms. 

			Hence he is in continual danger of making good a separation to God, not in the power of the Holy Ghost in truth and love among those who cleave to the Lord, but in peculiar abstinences and prohibitions, in an effort to differ from others, and so in a claim of superiority for themselves. 

			This evidently exposes the unwary to self-deception, as it tends to build up that which is as far as possible from the mind of Christ—a bitter though unconscious sectarianism.”3

			
			
			

			
			
			“Receive one another, just as Christ also received us, to the glory of God.“ (Rom. 15:7)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Chapter 3. 
The Pharisee trap—when the fence matters more than the garden

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			When caution crystallises into commandment—rules as a safety measure

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					No private pastoral conversations with someone of the opposite sex without an open door or a third person present, to avoid temptation and misunderstandings.

					Don’t listen to music that brings back old, toxic memories, because you know how easily it could pull you back.

					No social media after 10 p.m., because in the evening you may be more susceptible to straying in the wrong direction and falling. 

					Etc., …

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			“If you abide in My word, you are My disciples indeed.” (John 8:31)

			
			A trip to paradise

			
			“Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat.“ (Gen. 2:17)

			

			
			“Has God indeed said…?“ (Gen. 3:1)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			The Sabbath: from God’s rest to religious rule-frenzy

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy… you shall do no work.” (Ex. 20:8, 10) 

			
			“It is a sign between Me and the children of Israel forever.“ (Ex. 31:17)

			
			
			Citizens of heaven live differently

			
			“You are not under law but under grace.” (Rom. 6:14)

			
			
			
			
					We are not under law, but under grace.

					We do not live under the sign of the Sabbath, but in the power of the resurrection.

					We do not sanctify the seventh day, but we celebrate the first.

			

			
			
			From Sabbath blessing to Sabbath bondage

			
			
			
			

			
					What exactly does it mean to “sanctify”?

					How far are you allowed to walk on the Sabbath—literally?

					And if your donkey falls into a ditch—are you allowed to pull him out, or does he have to wait until Sunday?

			

			
			When the Sabbath gets fenced in

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			Breaking the rules or showing mercy? The Sabbath under scrutiny

			
			
			
			
			
			
			“Look, Your disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath.” (Mt. 12:2)

			

			
			
			
			When rules wall in church life

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			An answer—the punch line

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“If you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the guiltless.” (Mt. 12:7)

			
			Mercy—heaven’s signature

			
			
			“Mercy triumphs over judgment.” (Jas. 2:13)

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			“Be merciful, just as your Father also is merciful.” (Lk. 6:36)

			God’s dealings with Hezekiah—and why cookie-cutter approaches sometimes fail

			
			
			
			

			
			
			“May the good Lord provide atonement for everyone who prepares his heart to seek God, the Lord God of his fathers, though he is not cleansed according to the purification of the sanctuary.” (2 Chron. 30:18–19)

			
			“The LORD listened to Hezekiah and healed the people.” (2 Chron. 30:20)

			
			When the Law becomes more important than the Lawgiver

			
			

			
			
			“You shall do no work…” (Ex. 20:10)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Quiet time—or quiet ritual?

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			Bound by fences or brought to maturity by Christ?

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			Pressure or trust—what truly holds the flock together?

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			“My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me. And I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; neither shall anyone snatch them out of My hand.” (John 10:27–28)

			
			Grey areas—where spiritual maturity is called for

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			Crossing fences with the Master

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Chapter 4. 
Missing the mark with the best of intentions. Priorities that lead nowhere.

			

			
			
			
			The seemingly safe middle ground

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Thick-headed and hard-hearted

			
			
			
			“Knowledge puffs up.” (1 Cor. 8:1).

			
			
			
			Majoring in minors

			
			
			“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you pay tithe of mint and anise and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. These you ought to have done, without leaving the others undone.“ (Mt. 23:23)

			
			
			
			“Blind guides, who strain out a gnat and swallow a camel!“ (Mt. 23:24)

			
			
			
			

			Pious pretence or real relationship?

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			“If you bring your gift to the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar, and go your way. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.“ (Mt. 5:23–24)

			
			
			
			When a verse shines—and the church falls apart

			
			
			“Where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am there in the midst of them.“

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			Shifted priorities—What the Pharisees neglected

			
			“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you pay tithe of mint and anise and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. These you ought to have done, without leaving the others undone.“ (Mt. 23:23)

			
			
			
			
			

			A righteous judgment—without partiality

			
			
			
			
			Binding decisions without a biblical basis?

			
			
			
			
			Pharisaical pressure and fear of man

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“The fear of man brings a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord shall be safe.“ (Prov. 29:25)

			

			Merciful or merciless?

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Be imitators of God

			
			
			
			“Execute true justice, show mercy and compassion everyone to his brother. Do not oppress the widow or the fatherless, the alien or the poor. Let none of you plan evil in his heart against his brother.” (Zech. 7:9–10)

			
			“Therefore be merciful, just as your Father also is merciful.“ (Lk. 6:36)

			
			“I desire mercy and not sacrifice.“ (Mt. 9:13; 12:7)

			
			
			“As the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on tender mercies.“ (Col. 3:12)

			

			
			Knowing the heart of God

			
			
			
			
			“Let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth.” (1 Jn. 3:18)

			
			
			
			
			Faith instead of control

			
			
			
			

			Exit rulebook—enter real trust

			
			
			
			
			
			
			“Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding.“ (Prov. 3:5)

			
			
			
			Obsessed with rules or bold in faith?

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			Chapter 5. 
A sick heart—more show than substance?

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“Keep your heart with all diligence, for out of it spring the issues of life.“ (Prov. 4:23)

			
			

			A heart defect that no one saw coming

			
			
			
			
			
			God sees deeper

			
			
			

			
			
			“Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written: ‘This people honours Me with their lips, but their heart is far from Me.‘“ (Mk. 7:6)

			
			
			“Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” (1 Sam. 16:7)

			
			
			

			The right motivation is crucial

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			Self-serving donors

			
			“When you do a charitable deed, do not sound a trumpet before you as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory from men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward.” (Mt. 6:2)

			
			
			
			“Your Father who sees in secret will Himself reward you openly.“ (Mt. 6:4)

			
			
			World champions in prayer—without a trophy in heaven

			
			
			“They love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men.” (Mt. 6:5)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“Ask, and it will be given to you.” (Mt. 7:7)

			“Whatever things you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive.” (Mt. 21:22)

			“The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.” (Jas. 5:16)

			
			Self-denial as a sanctimonious display?

			
			

			
			
			
			“Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward.“ (Mt. 6:16)

			
			
			
			
			

			When the varnish shines—and the heart decays

			
			
			“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cleanse the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of extortion and self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee, first cleanse the inside of the cup and dish, that the outside of them may be clean also.“ (Mt. 23:25–26)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			God desires truth on the inside

			
			
			
			
			
			“Behold, You desire truth in the inward parts.“ (Ps. 51:6)

			
			
			

			“The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, a broken and a contrite heart—these, O God, You will not despise.“ (Ps. 51:17)

			
			
			
			If you have God’s “like”, you don’t need a fan club

			
			“They love the best places at feasts, the best seats in the synagogues, greetings in the marketplaces, and to be called by men, ‘Rabbi, Rabbi.’“ (Mt. 23:6–7)

			
			

			
			
			
			Pious masquerade—born of shame?

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			Appearances can be deceiving—and sometimes they’re tailor-made

			
			
			

			“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness. Even so you also outwardly appear righteous to men, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.“ (Mt. 23:27–28)

			
			
			
			
			
			

			The prayer that exposes your heart

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“See if there is any wicked way in me.“ (Ps. 139:24)

			
			
			

			
			
			
			Authority through authenticity—the example of Jesus

			
			“Just what I have been saying to you.“ (Jn. 8:25)

			
			
			
			
			
			“For He taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes.“ (Mt. 7:29)

			
			
			
			Chapter 6. 
Trapped in traditionalism?

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Why we need traditions—and must examine them

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			The blessing of good habits

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			The danger of traditions

			
			
			
			
			
			

			From good habit to golden calf

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Corban tradition—a loophole for twisted priorities

			
			
			
			
			

			“If a man does not know how to rule his own house, how will he take care of the church of God?“ (1 Tim. 3:5)

			
			
			Hand washing—when outward cleanliness becomes a religion

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			Dominated by traditions—
a striking example

			
			
			
			

			
			
			When defilement is misunderstood

			
			
			“There is nothing that enters a man from outside which can defile him; but the things which come out of him, those are the things that defile a man.“ (Mk. 7:15)

			
			
			
			

			Serious consequences for offenders

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“I urge you, brethren, note those who cause divisions and offences, contrary to the doctrine which you learned, and avoid them. For those who are such do not serve our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly, and by smooth words and flattering speech deceive the hearts of the simple.“

			
			
			
			
			Different doesn’t automatically mean wrong

			
			

			
			
			
			
			Trapped in liturgy—or open to the leading of the Spirit?

			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			When traditions hinder God’s work

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			Tradition: Door opener or stumbling block?

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Great Commission: Make disciples—not carbon copies

			
			
			
			
			Summary

			
			
			
			
			Chapter 7. 
Freedom from Pharisaism

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Knowing almost everything—and yet missing what matters most

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			From the night into the light—out of fear of man

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Bold faith begins with honest questions

			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			“The fear of man brings a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord shall be safe.“

			
			
			
			

			Trapped in the secure system

			
			“Have any of the rulers or the Pharisees believed in Him?“ (Jn. 7:48)

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			“Does our law judge a man before it hears him and knows what he is doing?“ (Jn. 7:51) 

			
			
			Why spiritual growth often meets resistance

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			From fear of man to courage in Christ

			
			
			
			“Two are better than one.“ (Ecc. 4:9)

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			From a career in law (enforcement) to a relationship in the light

			
			
			

			
			
			“What things were gain to me, these I have counted loss for Christ.“ (Phil. 3:7)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Grace—the final knockout blow to self-righteousness

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			“By the grace of God I am what I am.“ (1 Cor. 15:10)

			
			
			
			
			
			Truly knowing Christ—Where relationship outshines everything else

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“Join in following my example.“ (Phil. 3:17)

			
			
			Freedom with the risk of falling— When grace becomes a pretext

			
			
			
			“You, brethren, have been called to liberty; only do not use liberty as an opportunity for the flesh.“ (Gal. 5:13)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Summary

			

			
			

			
					Honesty before God—and before yourself—is the beginning of all freedom. We can only be freed from what we’re willing to bring into the light. Therefore, examine your spiritual condition, your attitude, and your motives. As long as we defend our own pious façades, we keep Christ at arm’s length. When the Lord shows you pharisaical behaviour—don’t argue it away, just get rid of it.

					Authenticity instead of religious masks. Live authentically. You can drop the mask. You can  also drop the shame that tells you that you’re not good enough without a masquerade. True Christianity shows itself where our public confession and our hidden life speak the same language. Jesus Christ could say, “I am what I am saying to you” (see Jn. 8:25)—and we’re called to grow into that same authenticity. So, don’t try to impress people—seek to please God.

					Grace as the foundation of life. Don’t focus on your spiritual achievements, but day by day live out of grace. Be aware that you’re unconditionally accepted by God—and that His grace is sufficient. That’s what frees us from legalism and Pharisaism. For when you’re deeply rooted in grace you’ll be released from the pressure to prove yourself—and you’ll begin to bear fruit that grows out of gratitude.

					The Bible is the highest authority. Don’t place anything on the same level as the Bible. And make sure that nothing in your life replaces it, or pushes it aside—no habits, no traditions, no human laws or opinions. Only those who test everything by the Word of God walk securely in the light.

					Separation without prideful isolation. God wants us to separate ourselves from Christians who live in constant sin or spread destructive teachings. But He doesn’t want us to reject brothers and sisters in faith simply because we disagree on issues that do not concern false teachings about God or attacks on the foundations of faith. Christ is the standard for fellowship—not human sympathy or our level of knowledge. Seek fellowship with Christians who call on the Lord from a pure heart.

					Ask questions with heart. Have the courage to question what is wrong in your church context and to address wrong developments. But always do so with the right heart attitude. Not with a critical spirit. Not to provoke. But with the mindset of Jesus Christ.

					Understanding God’s heart. Set the right priorities. God does not primarily desire correctly performed rituals, but reconciliation, mercy, humility, and love. Outward forms without the mindset of Jesus Christ are worthless to Him—but a heart that reflects His love is precious in His sight.

					Focus on your relationship with Christ. Make Christ the main focus of your life—not rules, laws, or principles. Strive to become ever more intimate with your Lord. Nurture the living relationship you are privileged to have with Him.

			

			Spiritual abuse—symptoms and safeguards

			

			
			
			
			
			The heart of the matter

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			Spiritual abuse in marriage—dictatorship with a halo

			
			“Wives, submit to your own husbands.“

			
			
			
			
			

			Diotrephes—Spiritual leadership as a personal power project

			
			
			
			
			
			
			“Leadership structures are often unclear, especially in evangelical churches. … The greatest danger arises when a power-hungry individual in a congregation without clear structures elevates himself to the position of leader. If it isn’t clear who is authorised to make decisions, it is always the person with the strongest elbows who prevails.“5 

			Spiritual blackmail—The system of the Pharisees

			
			
			
			
			
			

			“Because of the Pharisees they did not confess Him, lest they should be put out of the synagogue; for they loved the praise of men more than the praise of God.“ (Jn. 12:42–43)

			
			
			
			
			
			

			Abuse of power through money

			
			
			
			
			
			The prosperity gospel—God’s credit card or divine mockery?

			
			
			
			
			Speaking in tongues!—Or is something wrong with you?!

			
			
			
			
			“Do all speak with tongues? “ (1 Cor. 12:30)

			
			Authority as a blessing from God

			
			
			
			

			Safeguards—so you don’t become a victim

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Final thoughts

			
			
			
			

			“Behold, I make all things new.“ (Rev. 21:5)
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