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I remember seeing this book last summer in the hands of a fellow church member who 

was helping me with a project.  During downtime, she would pull out this book, and more than 
once sang it’s praises.  I took her commendations in with a nod and as quickly forgot about them, 
lost in the whirlpool of the work schedule.  Some months later, Heidi brought it home from the 
Christian bookstore and we began reading it together.  It proved to be one of the most intriguing 
books I have read, and by the time I was done with it, one would be hard pressed to determine 
whether the pages were white highlighted in yellow or the other way around!  The author 
convincingly places us (i.e., modern western conservative evangelical Christian) shoulder to 
shoulder with the Pharisees.  We are so much like them, we would be remiss to not consider very 
carefully how they succumbed to the traps that led to such scornful words from Jesus, study our 
own lives for signs that we are following in their footsteps, and pray that God would deliver us 
from our own “righteous extremes.”  I’ve attached a few excerpts to whet your appetite.  Extreme 
Righteousness is a well-written explanation of the remarkable similarities between us and the 
Pharisees and an insightful description of the ways in which we often mirror their errors and the 
means by which Phariseeism can be personally overcome. 

 
Eric Meyer 

 
(The following are excerpts from the book Extreme Righteousness by Tom Hovestol.) 

 
Looking at the roots of the Pharisees 

historically, one can cite striking similarities 
to the protestant Reformation with hints of 
the fundamental-evangelical movements of 
today. As the clergy and the religious culture 
of Judaism moved increasingly in a secular 
direction, a group of pious laymen 
(“pietists”) rose up to reclaim the identity of 
the Jews as people of God’s Word. They 
were determined to get “back to the Bible.” 
These scriptural purists had a major hand in 
establishing a new rallying center for their 
religion, the “house of study,” known to us 
as the synagogue. There the Jews could 
meticulously study and apply the Bible to 
every aspect of life. They were the chief 
proponents of a strong Bible-based 
education (forerunners of our emphasis on 
Christian education). The Pharisees asserted 
the responsibility of every Jew, not just the 
priests and scribes, to know and practice the 
Law. They were, one may say, among the 
first to assert the doctrine of the “priesthood 
of all believers.”  

They also protested (“Protestants”) 
the corruption of religion and resisted the 
“humanism” of their day, Hellenism. (See 
Appendix 1.) In the ensuing “culture war,” 
they clung to the “faith once delivered to the 
saints” with tenacity. They sought to purify 
a religion gone ritualistic and meaningless 
and live holy lives (Holiness Movement). 
They piously practiced their faith and were 
sometimes persecuted for it. Conservatives 
of any faith today would be duly impressed 
with roots like these. … 

If only a few statements were 
changed, most of us would readily sign the 
Pharisees’ doctrinal statement! Though we 
tend to leap over it, Jesus affirmed the 
Pharisees’ basic theological orthodoxy when 
He said, “The scribes and Pharisees have 
seated themselves in the chair of Moses; 
therefore all that they tell you, do and 
observe” (Matthew 23:2-3a, italics added). 
… 

Interestingly, the Pharisees’ attitudes 
toward the Scripture match those of 



conservative Christians today. We, as they 
did, hold a high view of Scripture and pride 
ourselves on our fidelity to the Word. On all 
levels of the church, from the cradle role to 
the senior citizens, we encourage and honor 
Bible study. So did they. We favor the broad 
dissemination of the Scriptures so that the 
common person can understand them. So 
did they. We, like the Pharisees, seek to 
apply the Bible to every facet of life. We, 
like the Pharisees of old, believe and teach 
that the Bible is to be trusted and obeyed. 
And like the Pharisees, we Protestants pride 
ourselves on our ability to apply God’s truth 
to changing cultural settings. … 

The Pharisees of yesterday may have 
more in common with the Christian church 
and parachurch activists today than meets 
the eye. They sought to be pure like the 
Puritans and pious like the Pietists. They 
studied the Bible as we do in small Bible 
study groups. There they gathered regularly 
to converse about the Word, “experience 
God,” and to keep one another 
“accountable,” as we do in the modern small 
groups movement. They were members of 
good Scripture-believing and preaching 
synagogues. Their disciplined lives might 
well have been attractive to the Navigators. 
Their evangelistic zeal could have made 
them prime recruits for Campus Crusade. 
Their mission-mindedness would have 
positioned them to be top candidates for 
various mission boards. Their stewardship 
would remind us of a faithful Southern 
Baptist. And their scrupulous separation 
from the world and things worldly would 
parallel that of the Independent Baptists. 
Their longing for experiences with God and 
His power would resonate with a good 
Charismatic. And their orientation toward 
holiness would be attractive to the 
Nazarenes. … 

The parallels between the Pharisees 
of Jesus’ day and evangelical Christians 
today are striking. We must look anew at 

this group of religious people and learn 
truths God has intended for our good. [Pg 
26-34] 

 
We use prayer to sermonize and 

summarize, to point fingers and make 
points, to announce and denounce, to scold 
and enfold, to give the latest church 
statistics, and to “give an invitation.” We 
multiply theological jargon, throw in some 
trite phrases, and quote Scripture back to 
God. … People commonly use terminology, 
tone, volume, and inflections in public 
prayer that are never used elsewhere. [Pg 
92] 

 
Do our own traditions foster false 

religion and contribute to hypocrisy? In 
many ways they do. Surely Sunday morning 
worship can include rousing music, 
celebrants with uplifted hands, and obvious 
emotion, yet not be connected with true 
heart devotion. Faithful church attenders 
may readily classify themselves as 
“evangelistic” and “missions-minded,” but 
never speak to anyone outside the church 
about Jesus Christ. Some give generously to 
missions but neglect to practice missions 
where they live. We promote outreach in 
words but not in deeds.  It is vintage 
hypocrisy for people to criticize the 
evangelistic methods of the church when 
they do no personal evangelism themselves. 
This is false religion.   

Prayer is another area where 
traditions can foster false religion. … 
Praying before we eat is a tradition, not a 
command of God. Yet if we dare to omit it, 
our spirituality will be called into question. 
Please do not misunderstand me. It is 
obviously right to regularly acknowledge the 
goodness and provision of God. Surely 
Christ set the example when He blessed the 
food before multiplying it (Mark 6:14). But 
did God anywhere tell us that we must 
always pray before eating? Is there some 



command that we are violating if we do not? 
I do not think so. (By the way, I personally 
believe it is advisable to pray before eating. 
This is a good tradition that can and should 
be infused with meaning.) Prayer before 
eating is only a tradition, one that we often 
piously practice without meaning, giving us 
the sense of spirituality.  

How do we avoid fostering false 
religion by our traditions? We should raise 
traditions to a conscious level. We must 
name and claim them as traditions, not truth, 
and refuse to award traditions doctrinal 
status. We must not institutionalize forms 
devoid of meaning. [Pg 108] 

 
The motion picture Chariots of Fire 

told the compelling story of Eric Liddell, the 
“flying Scotsman.” It won the Academy 
Award as best film of 1981. A stunning hit 
in Hollywood, it also captured an 
enthusiastic audience among Christians, for 
“Chariots” stood for solid Christian values. 
In the movie, Liddell won the gold medal in 
the 1924 O1ympics in the 400-yard race, an 
event he was not supposed to run. He 
refused to participate in his featured event, 
the 100-yard dash, because some of the 
preliminary heats were held on Sunday, “the 
Lord’s Day,” and he was a strict 
Sabbatarian.  Few people, secular or 
religious, failed to applaud Liddell’s 
character, convictions, courage, and, of 
course, his success.   

No doubt Liddell acted according to 
his conscience, and things worked out well. 
But was his stand normative for all sincere 
Christians? If Jesus had been Eric Liddell’s 
coach, what would He have advised about 
running on the “Sabbath”? For thousands of 
years the Sabbath observance has stirred 
deep religious convictions. And it represents 
the heart and soul of a very significant 
Pharisaic practice called “fencing the Law.” 
… 

God had revealed His will so that 
people would, by trusting and obeying Him, 
become holy. … However, God’s 
unchanging Law is by nature somewhat 
ambiguous. It requires interpretation and 
application in changing cultural settings. 
Thus the great teachers of the Jews took up 
the task of explaining in specific terms the 
meaning and application of the Law to life. 
They felt duty-bound to protect the sacred 
and keep people from transgression of God’s 
commands caused by ignorance, 
indifference, or insolence. This highly 
valued process was known as “fencing the 
Law.” … 

0ur fences may not be consistent 
with the entirety of God’s Word. In Matthew 
12, Jesus confronted the scripture-loving 
Pharisees with the fact that their Sabbath 
fences had Scriptural holes. Though their 
fences were built on scriptural proof texts, 
they sometimes did not square with the 
whole counsel of God’s Word. … Some of 
our fences, like the Pharisees’, illegitimately 
restrict service to God and ministry to 
people. They do so by fencing out what God 
allows or encourages.  … I wonder how 
many opportunities for ministry have been 
lost because our humanly devised fences 
have locked out ministry to certain kinds of 
people?  

Fences sometimes defy the priorities 
of God.  They may subordinate compassion, 
a high divine priority, to rituals that regulate 
external behavior. … 

The result of these external fences 
for me, one who worked hard to be right, 
was the mechanical following of a regimen 
of devotions almost with a stopwatch and 
checklist in hand to be sure I “put in my 
time.”  When I did, I felt good.  When I 
didn’t, I felt guilty. Somehow I missed the 
point that my “Quiet Time” was not 
supposed to be an end in itself but a means 
to an end. … 



Fences may direct us to God, but 
they will not make us holy. We must watch 
that fences do not become a substitute for a 
relationship with God. Keeping the fences 
up does not necessarily keep us close to 
God. [Pg 120-131]  

 
How can we live practically, 

balancing the freedom and fences of our 
lives? First, we should recognize the value 
of fences, particularly for the young and 
immature. None of us can live without 
boundaries, nor should we. Boundaries are 
good for us, they help us, they protect us. … 
Second, we must learn to distinguish 
between human fences and divine 
commands. We must resist the urge to give 
fences the same authority as Scripture. … 
Third, we must seek to discern the heart of 
God in each of the commands we find in His 
Word. … Fourth, we must resist the strong 
temptation to universalize our personal 
fences. What is wise, protective behavior for 
me is not necessarily normative for others. 
… Fifth, fences always present the danger of 
transferring our trust from God to human 
devices.  Fences work!  They rein in our 
rebelliousness and help us establish good 
spiritual habits.  If fences serve to increase 
our dependence on God and intimacy with 
Him, they are helpful.  However, fences can 
easily become cosmetic substitutes for real 
righteousness.  We must beware of 
appearing godly without looking inward.  
Finally, we must seek to overcome the fear 
of freedom as we grow in Christ. [Pg 134-
135] 

 
When I meet Jesus one day in 

heaven, one question I plan to ask is, “What 
about you was so attractive to worldly 

people?” Why was Jesus on the guest list 
when secular parties were being planned? 
I’m not! … What did Jesus have that caused 
the local sinners to seek out His company?  
[Pg 143] 

 
A common trait of well-trained 

Christians, like myself, is an ability to look 
good and act right in most situations. I did 
not have to work hard to master the art of 
appearances. It comes naturally to a serious 
religious person. So a discrepancy can easily 
develop between our private and public 
worlds. [Pg 169] 

 
The way out of Pharisaism must 

include a good long look at our souls. We 
must honestly acknowledge that we place all 
kinds of confidence in our abilities, intellect, 
learning, spiritual capacities, and self-effort 
to please God. Yet to the extent we place our 
confidence for spiritual success in anything 
apart from Christ, we will fall prey to 
Pharisaism.  [Pg 185] 

 
In a single verse (v. 9), Paul defined 

the difference between human and divine 
righteousness. The goal of human 
righteousness is to find God. By inference, it 
is motivated by human self-confidence, by 
the assumption that we can do what is 
required to please God. It is based on the 
Law of Moses and our ability to keep the 
standards of that Law. In contrast, those 
pursuing divine righteousness seek to be 
found by God and in Him. They recognize 
their spiritual bankruptcy and long for God’s 
mercy. This righteousness is received as a 
gift, not earned. It is “found” by faith in 
Christ.  [Pg 189]  

 


