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INTRODUCTION1

Only a few chapters from the beginning of the New Testament, one
finds a discussion concerning “the Pharisees” (Mt. 3:7). The term
“Pharisee” or “Pharisees” is found almost one hundred times in the
New Testament. It is never used in the Old Testament. To say that
Christ and the Pharisees often had philosophical and/or religious
conflict, would be a major understatement. The truth is that the
Pharisees were very instrumental in the death of Christ. John 18:3
states: “Judas then, having received a band of men and officers from
the chief priests and Pharisees, cometh thither with lanterns and torches
and weapons.”

Early on, the forerunner of Christ, John the Baptizer, called the
Pharisees a “generation of vipers,” and asked them: “[W]ho hath
warned you to flee from the wrath to come” (Mt. 3:7)? Two chapters
later, Matthew records Christ saying: “For I say unto you, That except
your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and
Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven” (Mt.
5:20). It is no wonder that Christ warned His disciples “that [they]
should beware of the leaven [doctrine, v. 12] of the Pharisees” (Mt.
16:11).

In this study, we will analyze the Pharisees, as follows: 1) Their
Background, 2) Their Doctrine, and 3) Their Application. In other
words, we will discuss the Pharisees in relation to who they were and
where they came from. Additionally, we will review the teachings of
the Pharisees from a historical background and a Biblical background.
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Finally, we will make applications of lessons learned from the
Pharisees in order that we, as members of Christ’s church, might avoid
their condemnation.

THE PHARISEES—THEIR BACKGROUND

The Pharisees—Their Name

As previously noted, the term “Pharisee” is not found within the
pages of Old Testament Scripture. Yet, almost immediately in the New
Testament, one finds references to “the Pharisees.” Thus, the question
arises, who were the Pharisees?

The Wycliffe Bible Dictionary notes: “The term Pharisee is believed
to be derived from the Hebrew verb parash [meaning] ‘to divide or
separate.’ Hence, the Pharisees were the ‘separated ones.’”2 This same
source continues: “The ‘separation’ of which their name speaks could
be separation in general from uncleanness or from the world, or it could
be connected with some particular historical situation.”3 Another
reference work concurs: “[A] religious party or school among the Jews
at the time of Christ, so called from ... the Aramaic form of the Hebrew
word ... ‘separated.’”4 Tom Moore states: “The word ‘Pharisee’ is from
the Hebrew ... meaning ‘separatist’ and is traditionally interpreted to
mean separation from unclean things and persons. Whether this title
was self-assumed or given by enemies is not clear.” He continues: “The
name may have arisen as a major motivation for separation from
Hellenism. Within the group itself, its members were known ... [as]
‘neighbors’ or ‘associates.’ They were known as Chasidim, meaning
‘loved of God’ or ‘loyal to God.’”5

The Pharisees—Their History And Development

From whence did these “separated ones” come? What is the
background concerning them? It seems fairly clear that this group or
sect within the Jewish nation sprang up during the intertestamental
period. As the Bible student may recall, after Malachi wrote, there was
a period of approximately 400 years in which no Scriptures were
penned by God’s prophets. Stated another way, there is a gap between
the closing of Old Testament Scripture (about 400 B.C.) and the
beginning of Christ’s work (i.e., approximately A.D. 30), and the
writing of New Testament Scripture. It was at some time during that
time period that the Pharisees had their rise. Addressing this subject in
more detail, one penman declares:
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The origin of the Pharisees is clothed in obscurity. It is believed
that the Pharisees came out of the Maccabean Revolt in 165 B.C.
There were, though, a group of Jews resembling the Pharisees as
far back as the Babylonian Captivity. Under Judas Maccabeus,
the Jews won religious freedom from Syria during his leadership
(165-162 B.C.). The men who stood by him were motivated by
the passionate desire for religious freedom. Known as Hasidim,
these men would rather die in battle than abandon their ancestral
religion. As long as their struggle involved religious freedom,
they valiantly fought the Syrians. However, when religious
freedom had been won, they stopped fighting, for they possessed
no political ambitions ... The successors of the Hasidim were the
Pharisees ... In contrast to the Pharisees, the Sadducees appreci-
ated and welcomed the Hellenistic culture. The Sadducees held
that through internationalism the Jews might obtain many
advantages by engaging in foreign alliances and diplomacy. A
bitter strife arose between the Pharisees and the Sadducees over
John Hyrcanus (135-105 B.C.) ... Hyrcanus ... became a partisan
of the liberal Sadducees. This harsh conflict proved disastrous to
the Maccabean kingdom ... For twenty-five years after the death
of John Hyrcanus, the Sadducees were in power. The next ruler,
Aristobulus I (105-104 B.C.) was a great Greek sympathizer. His
widow married his successor, Alexander Jannaeus, who was a
Sadducee and a fierce vicious tyrant ... His cruelty brought about
a sudden Pharisee revolt. During his reign bitterness between the
Pharisees and the Sadducees reached its climax. When Alexan-
der was succeeded by his widow, Alexandra, the Pharisees had
their turn, for she was pro-Pharisee. She ruled from 78 to 69
B.C. By immediately taking revenge on their rivals, the Phari-
sees misused their influence and new power. When Alexandra
died (69 B.C.), a time of civil war began between her sons,
Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II, which lasted until 63 B.C., when
the kingdom was annexed by Rome. The eldest son, Hyrcanus
II, held the title of high priest throughout. Alexandra’s reign [had
been] pro-Pharisee, but at her death the throne was seized by
Aristobulus II, who was pro-Sadducee. Onto the scene now
appeared Antipater the Idumean, a figure who was to shape
politics in Judea for the next fifty years. Antipater convinced
Hyrcanus II to flee to Petra to seek aid from Aretas, the Nabate-
an king. With his assistance, Hyrcanus II defeated Aristobulus
II, who fortified himself on the temple mount in Jerusalem. At
this particular time, Pompey was campaigning in Aromenia and
Pontus with the objective of extending Roman control eastward
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to the Euphrates River. When the civil war began in Judea,
Pompey’s general Scaurus was in Syria. Scaurus [Pompey’s
general, JR] commanded Aretas [the Nabatean king, JR] to leave
Judea, which left Aristobulus [II] in power from 67 to 63 B.C.
The conflict between the Pharisees and the Sadducees waxed
from bad to worse until the spring of 63 B.C. when no fewer
than three controversies from Judea appealed to Pompey. One of
these presented Hyrcanus II, another Arstobulus II, and another
represented the Pharisees who asked that neither man be
recognized as king but that Judea be allowed to continue its old
type of government under the high priest. However, Pompey
decided to annex Palestine to Rome. Hyrcanus II agreed to this,
but Aristobulus II’s party held out to the bitter end. After being
defeated, Aristobulus [II] and his forces were carried off to
Rome as a display of Pompey’s victory. Thus ended the political
freedom of the Jews.6

The famed Jewish-Roman historian, Josephus, provides much of
the detail regarding this time period. Confirming the above quote and
adding similar (yet extra details), The Wycliffe Bible Dictionary notes:

The Pharisees could have arisen as an expression of the strict
avoidance of heathen customs in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah
... or of the break that occurred after the recapture of the temple
in 165 B.C. between the Maccabees and the “pious ones” or
Chasidim, who were willing to fight for religious freedom but
not for political independence. All these possibilities have been
put forth ... but the evidence is not conclusive for any one of
them. The Pharisees are first mentioned as an existing party in
Israel during the reign of John Hyrcanus (135-104 B.C.).
According to Josephus, they had at this time great influence with
the masses. Hyrcanus was at first one of their disciples, but ...
broke with them and joined the Sadducees ... Josephus adds,
“Out of this ... grew the hatred of the masses for him [i.e., John
Hyrcanus, JR] and his sons.” Hyrcanus is also said to have set
aside certain regulations ... handed down by former generations
and not recorded in the laws ... of Moses, for which reason they
are rejected by the Sadducean group. This account underlines the
key factor in any definition of Pharisaism—the concept of
tradition, of the continually expanding oral law. It also indicates
that by the time of Hyrcanus, Pharisaism was already a flourish-
ing movement with great popular influence. Moreover, the
reference to passing on regulations that had been handed down
by former generations suggests some continuity with the past.
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Therefore, those who have sought to trace the Pharisees back to
the Chasidim who fought beside Judas Maccabeus until the
rededication of the temple ... may be close to the truth. Although
some of its features may have roots that go back much earlier.
Pharisaism as we know it from available sources seems to have
come into being as one Jewish response to the challenge of
Greek culture in the early 2nd century B.C. ... [To the Pharisees]
the oral law was believed to have come from Moses himself, via
Joshua and the elders, the prophets, the men of the Great
Synagogue founded by Ezra, and such men as Simeon ... and
Antigonos ... (3rd and 4th century B.C.), down to the ... authorita-
tive teachers (e.g., Shemaiah and Abtalion, Hillel and Shammai,)
and the rabbis that followed them ... Most probably the
Maccabean era does mark their real beginning, even though they
claimed as their spiritual ancestors such men as Ezra ... After
their break with the ruling Hasmonean house represented by
John Hyrcanus, the Pharisees political fortunes fluctuated. They
became the leaders of continual popular opposition to Hyrcanus’
successor, Alexander Janneus (103-76 B.C.), so that on his
deathbed, impressed by the influence they had with the masses,
Alexander urged his wife, Alexandra Salome (76-67 B.C.), to
work more closely with them ... The traditional “regulations”
handed down from “the fathers” were reintroduced, and the
Pharisees became the power behind the throne, free to avenge
wrongs they believed had been done to them by Alexander ... In
the power struggle that followed the death of Alexandra, the
Pharisees seem to have been that third party which supported
neither of her two sons; they petitioned the Romans for abolition
of the Jewish kingship (which the priests had usurped after the
Maccabean revolt) and a return to the older type of priestly rule
... This hope was not realized, but the Romans did finally put an
end to the factional strife when Pompey captured the temple,
entered the holy of holies, exiled one of Alexandra’s sons, and
retained the other (Hyrcanus II) as high priest and figurehead
king. Political independence, gained so nobly a century before
was lost again as the Jewish people passed under Roman rule in
63 B.C.7

The Pharisees—Their Influence During Christ’s Time

Thus, in “the fulness of times” (Eph. 1:10; Gal. 4:4) when Christ
arrived on the scene of human history, the Pharisees (along with the
other sects—Sadducees, Essenes, etc.) were already in full bloom.
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Likewise, these groups were at odds with one another. One reference
source explains:

Conflicts between the Pharisees and Sadducees took place in the
context of much broader and longstanding social and religious
conflicts among Jews dating back to the Babylonian captivity
and exacerbated by the Roman conquest. One conflict was class,
between the wealthy and the poor, as the Sadducees included
mainly the priestly and aristocratic families. Another conflict
was cultural, between those who favored hellenization and those
who resisted it ... [Another], specifically religious, involved
different interpretations of the Bible ... and how to apply the
Torah to Jewish life, with the Sadducees recognizing only the
written letter ... or Torah and rejecting life after death, while the
Pharisees held to Rabbinic interpretations additional to the
written texts. Josephus indicates that the Pharisees received the
backing and goodwill of the common people, apparently in
contrast to the more elite Sadducees ... After the destruction of
the ... Temple in 70 [AD] Pharisaic beliefs became the basis for
Rabbinic Judaism, which ultimately produced the normative
traditional Judaism which is the basis for [basically] all contem-
porary forms of Judaism.8

Various sources agree that around the time of Christ, there were
about 6,000 Pharisees. However, numerous others probably agreed with
their tenets and/or adhered to their teachings. The Wycliffe Dictionary
of Theology comments: “[U]nder Alexandra (76 B.C.), whose brother
was a Pharisee, they (the Pharisees, JR) were admitted to the Sanhedrin
and began to dominate politics ... In the time of Jesus they controlled
synagogues and schools and were revered by the masses.”9

Moore notes: “From 63 B.C. to the end of Biblical times, Palestine
was under the rule of Rome. During this time, the Pharisees ...
remained very active. By the time of Christ, the Pharisees were quite
prominent and were found everywhere in Palestine.”10

The New Testament exposes [Pharisaism] at its worse. At the
time of Jesus, the Pharisees seem to have been a group of laymen
(i.e., not priests), some of whom were especially trained in the
study of the Scripture. These were the scribes and it was against
the scribes and Pharisees that Jesus directed some of His most
scathing denunciations.11
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Alfred Edersheim, in his book, Sketches of Jewish Social Life,
relates the following helpful information in understanding the Pharisees
with which our Lord so often dealt. He writes:

It would have been difficult to proceed far either in Galilee or in
Judaea without coming into contact with an altogether peculiar
and striking individuality, differing from all around, and which
would at once arrest attention. This was the Pharisee. Courted or
feared, shunned or flattered, reverently looked up to or laughed
at, he was equally a power everywhere ... There was probably no
town or village inhabited by Jews which had not its Pharisees,
although they would, of course, gather in preference about
Jerusalem with its Temple ... its four hundred and eighty
synagogues, its Sanhedrims ... and its schools of study. There
could be no difficulty in recognizing such an one. Walking
behind him, the chances were, he would soon halt to say his
prescribed prayers. If the fixed time for them had come, he
would stop short in the middle of the road, perhaps say one
section of them, move on, again say another part, and so on ...
[even] in [the] market-place or corners of streets ... The work-
man would drop his tools, the burden-bearer his load; if a man
had already one foot in the stirrup, he would withdraw it ... On
entering a village, and again on leaving it, he must say one or
two benedictions; the same in passing through a fortress, in
encountering any danger, in meeting with anything new, strange,
beautiful, or unexpected. And the longer he prayed the better ...
on meeting a Pharisee face to face his identity could still less be
doubted. His self-satisfied ... or ostentatiously meek bearing
would betray him ... his avoidance of every touch of persons or
things which he held unclean, and his extravagant religious
displays. We are, of course, speaking of the class, or, rather the
party, as such, and of its tendencies, and not of all the individuals
who composed it. Besides, there were ... various degrees among
them, from the humblest Pharisee ... to the most advanced ... or
“pietist.” The latter would, for example, bring every day a
trespass-offering, in case he had committed some offense of
which he was doubtful ... a Rabbi [i.e., of that class, JR] would
not allow his son to remain in the room while he was in the
hands of the surgeon, lest he might be defiled by contact with the
amputated limb ... Another chasid [or “pietist,” JR] would not
build up again his house because he thought about it on the
Sabbath; and it was even declared by some improper to [e]ntrust
a letter to a Gentile, lest he should deliver in on that holy day!
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These are real, but by no means extreme cases. [One] Rabbi,
contemporary with the apostles, was actually obliged to de-
nounce ... [the] “Chasid Shoteh” or silly pietist ... [based on] the
refusal to save a woman from drowning for fear of touching a
female, or waiting to put off the phylacteries before stretching
out a hand to rescue a child from the water! Readers of the New
Testament will remember that the very dress of the Pharisees
differed from that of others ... Matthew 23:5 ... Whether sternly
severe, blandly meek, or zealously earnest, he would carefully
avoid all contact with one who was not of the fraternity ...
[Concerning “phylacteries”], while any ordinary Israelite would
only put them on at prayer or on solemn occasions, the members
of the Pharisaic confraternity wore them all day long ... The
“tephillin” were worn on the left arm ... and on the forehead.
They consisted—to describe them roughly—of capsules,
containing, on parchment ... these four passages of Scripture:
Exodus 13:1-10; 13:11-16; Deuteronomy 6:4-9; and 11:13-21.
The capsules were fastened on by black leather straps, which
were wound round the arm and hand (seven times round the
former, and three times round the latter) ... The wearer of them
could not be mistaken ... they were reverenced as highly as
Scriptures.12

Compare that description of certain of the Pharisees with that of the
prophesied Messiah in Isaiah 53:2. The Sacred Text tells us that Christ
“... hath no form nor comeliness; and when we shall see him, there is
no beauty that we should desire him.” With many of the Pharisee, it
was about show and externals (Mt. 23:5, 14, 25-27; Lk. 11:43).
However, with the Lord it was the opposite (Jn. 13:3-15)!

THE PHARISEES—THEIR DOCTRINE

Unique Doctrines—Taught By The Pharisees

What made the Pharisees, “Pharisees”? In other words, what
doctrines or teachings were unique or specific to this particular group?
Concerning their major beliefs, one author points out:

Their major beliefs [were]: 1) The Pharisees were strongly
monotheistic (one God), 2) They accepted all the Old Testament
as authoritative, 3) They affirmed the reality of angels and
demons, 4) They had a firm belief in life beyond the grave and
a resurrection of the body, 5) They were missionary, seeking the
conversion of Gentiles (Matt. 23:15), 6) They saw God as
concerned with the life of a person without denying that the
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individual was responsible for how he or she lived, 7) They had
little interest in politics and 8) The Pharisee opposed Jesus
because He refused to accept the teachings of the oral law.13

Another person, writing on “The beliefs of the Pharisees,” notes
that the Pharisees believed in “oral law ... [which was] supposedly to
‘clear up’ certain matters in the revealed Word [i.e., Scripture].” He
states that this “oral law (or, ‘traditions of the elders’—Matthew 15:1-
2) was designed for good ... [and clarification] concerning purity,
foods, tithes and Sabbath observance ... however these laws came to
have the status of Scripture and became a barrier and a burden to the
people (Matthew 23:4).” That penman further notes: “Jesus and the
Sadducees rejected these traditions.”14 The Pharisees viewed those who
would “eateth ... with publicans and sinners” (Mt. 9:11) or those who
“wash not their hands when they eat” (Mt. 15:1-2) as being impure.
They had a massive problem, based on their usage of tradition/oral law,
with Jesus going and working “without ... being ceremoniously
cleansed.”15 Such was based on their traditions and not on Jesus
violating Scripture—which, of course, He never did. Further, the
Pharisees “believed in the resurrection from the dead and in rewards
and punishments (Acts 23:6-8; 24:15) ... [they also believed in] angels
and spirits (Acts 23:8).”16 A separate researcher and writer adds: “The
Pharisees became a close-knit group, extremely loyal to the Jewish
society and to one another, but they separated themselves from
others—even among their own people.” He goes on to say:

They pledged themselves to obey all aspects of the traditions to
the smallest detail and insisted on very exact and complete
observance of ceremonial purity ... they would not touch the
body of a dead animal ... they refused to associate with people
who had been defiled through sickness.

He continues: “In essence, they had made life extremely hard for
themselves and bitter for others ... they were very haughty ... Naturally,
such a religion as this became only a matter of externals and not of the
heart.”17 This same penman further noted:

If anyone desired to apply for admission into the sect of the
Pharisees, he was required to promise in the presence of three
witnesses that: 1) he would not eat anything which had not been
tithed, nor if there was any doubt about it, 2) he would keep
purity in all matters, most especially in family matters ... The law
of clean and unclean was followed to the extreme ... The
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theology of the Pharisees was based upon the entire canon of the
Old Testament ... [Yet] the excessive strictness of the Pharisees
led them to formulate more detailed rules, originally as an
exegesis to the law of Moses, but the rules later became as
binding as the original law itself. The initial part of the Talmud,
called the Mishna or “second law,” contains this additional oral
law. It is a digest of Jewish traditions and the entire ritual law,
and came to be more highly esteemed than the sacred text itself
... “the Pharisees ... multiplied minute precepts and distinctions
to such an extent that the whole life of the Israelite was hemmed
in and burned on every side by instructions so numerous and
trifling that the law was almost if not wholly lost sight of.” The
oral traditions that the Pharisees practiced in the time of Christ
had accumulated over a long period of time. Numerous instances
are found in the Mishna of the trifling character of these regula-
tions. Some examples of these are: their washings before eating
bread, the special precision with which the forms of these
cleansings were prescribed, their bathing when returning from
the market, their cleansing of cups, pots, brazen vessels, etc.,
their biweekly fasting (Luke 18:12), the methods of tithing (Mat.
23:23), and ... the extremely detailed, troubling, and difficult
extensions of the law of the Sabbath ... The Pharisees taught that
true piety consisted of forms and outward observances, not in
substance nor an inward spirit. This was the exact opposite of
our Lord’s teaching.18

Concerning the extremes of the Pharisees and their insistence on
“Oral Law” in addition to God’s Law (especially as relating to the
Sabbath), one declared that they put a “fence around the law ... [for
example], a tailor should not go out just before sunset with a needle on
him, lest he forget about it until after the onset of the Sabbath and
‘carry’ it.’” Likewise, “certain things should not be touched even if not
forbidden as such, since this might lead to a prohibited act ... [for
instance], something that comes into existence during the Sabbath, such
as a freshly laid egg [was] not to be used.” Another example, would be
“an act not in the spirit of the day, for example climbing a tree.”19

While certain restrictions were obviously justified, the Jewish “rabbis”
went too far with their observations, which prompted our Lord to say:
“Ye hypocrites, well did Esaias prophesy of you, saying, This people
draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with their
lips; but their heart is far from me. But in vain they do worship me,
teaching for doctrines the commandments of men” (Mt. 15:7-9). Jesus
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fully obeyed the Old Law (despite accusations that He “broke the
Sabbath”), as is clear from Scripture. In reality, it was Jesus who tried
to direct men to the true meaning of the Sabbath. It was Jesus who
reminded the status quo that if one’s ox fell into a pit, he would
“straightway pull him out on the sabbath day” (Lk. 13:15; 14:5).
However, that same Pharisee would become indignant when a man was
healed on the Sabbath. They had missed the whole point of the Law
(including proper observance of the Sabbath). They had no problem
saving an animal on the Sabbath, but they sought to destroy Jesus
because He dared to heal a man (obviously greater than pulling an
animal from a ditch) on the same day. As Jesus said: “How much then
is a man better than a sheep? Wherefore it is lawful to do well on the
sabbath days” (Mt. 12:12). Wayne Jackson wrote:

The Pharisees went far beyond the text of the law ... they had
numerous nit-picking interpretations that bordered on the
ludicrous. [For instance,] the Jewish rabbis detailed thirty-nine
different kinds of works from which the Hebrews must refrain on
that sacred day [the Sabbath Day, JR]. It was not lawful, for
example, to untie a knot—unless it could be untied with one
hand! The law forbade kindling a fire on the Sabbath (Ex. 35:3);
the rabbis went further, contending that a fire might not be
extinguished on that holy day, including lamps! One would have
to hope his house did not catch fire on Saturday. If a Hebrew
broke his leg on the Sabbath, it might not be attended to until the
following day. On and on the traditions went. It was argued that
a woman should not look into a mirror on Saturday; the reason
being, she might see a gray hair and be tempted to pluck it out,
thereby violating the “work” law. There was even controversy as
to whether the Pharisee could eat an egg laid on the Sabbath.20

Without question, one of the chief problems with the Pharisees
resulted from the fact that “they especially reverenced the scribal
tradition (Mark 7:9) ... which they regarded as binding.”21 For instance,
one encyclopedia declares: “Pharisaic values led to an extension of the
law ... for example, the Torah requires priests to bathe themselves
before entering the Temple. The Pharisees washed themselves before
Sabbath and festival meals ... and eventually before all meals.” It
continues: “[dealing with the] carrying [of] objects from a private
domain ... to a public domain on the Sabbath ... the Pharisees ruled that
adjacent houses connected by ... fences could become connected by
legal procedure.” Additionally, “this chain of tradition include[d] ...
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[dealing with such things as] measurements (e.g., what amount of an
non-kosher food must one eat to be liable), the amount and order of
scrolls to be placed in phylacteries, etc.22

Specific Doctrines—Warned Against By Jesus

As noted before, to say that the Pharisees and Jesus had conflict
would be a major understatement. The Wycliffe Dictionary of Theology
says the points of conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees were:

1) Their tradition which invalidated the Law (Mark 7:12).

2) Their rigid sabbatarianism which restricted healing (Matt.
12:12).

3) Their defilement and moral regeneration (Mark 7:18-23).

4) Their merit and rewards (Luke 17:10).

5) Their hypocrisy (Matt. 23:13).

6) The mission to Gentiles and outcasts of society (Luke 7:36-
50).

7) Their lack of humility (Luke 18:9-14).23

To this list of differences between the perfect Messiah and the
imperfect and often hypocritical Pharisees, the Smith’s Bible Dictionary
adds:

A cursory perusal of the Gospels is sufficient to show that
Christ’s teaching was in some respects thoroughly antagonistic
to [that of the Pharisees]. He denounced them in the bitterest
language ... to understand the Pharisees is by contrast an aid
toward understanding the spirit of uncorrupt Christianity.24

Concerning the Pharisees and Christ, one online writer had at least
four articles on the Pharisees under the heading, “Beware the Leaven
of the Pharisees.” He had a number of insightful points, including:

Early in Jesus ministry, [the Pharisees] became His opponents.
They grew increasingly hostile as His popularity and influence
grew among the Jewish populace ... Matthew records numerous
encounters between Jesus and the Pharisees: 1) The Pharisees
criticized Jesus for eating with tax collectors and sinners, 2)
They claimed His power to heal came from the prince of
demons, 3) They accused His disciples of violating the Sabbath
when they stripped ripened grain from stalks along the path, 4)
They conferred among themselves seeking a way to destroy
Him, 5) They asked Him for a sign which would prove His
relationship with God, 6) They asked why His disciples did not
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keep the ... traditional teachings, 7) They tried to trap Him ...
[i.e., with controversial divorce questions ... a trick question
concerning taxes, etc.]25

Showing a contrast between the teachings and conduct of Christ with
that of the hypocritical Pharisees, in a different article on the Pharisees,
the same writer adds:

[First], note, Matthew 5:20. [The Pharisees] had a false view of
righteousness and were known to “say and not do” (Matthew
23:1-4) ... Though they were often teaching the truth, they did
not often practice what they preached ... Righteousness to them
was an outward conformity to the Law, with no thought for the
inward heart. They ... did not inwardly obey the law ... the
Pharisees were harder on others than they were on themselves ...
they were hypocritical religious dictators. [Second], they had a
false concept of greatness and were known to do things to be
seen of men, Matthew 23:5-7 ... To them, success meant
recognition by men and praise from men ... They used religion
to attract attention, not to glorify God ... they sought the best
seats in the synagogue and at the public dinners ... They also
thought titles of honor were a mark of greatness (cf., Matthew
23:8). [Third], they were known to neglect part of God’s Law,
Matthew 23: 23-24 ... they “majored in minors and minored in
majors” (cf., Matthew 7:1-6). [Fourth],they were lovers of
money, Luke 16:13-15 (cf., Matthew 5:19, 6:24; James 2:14-17;
1 John 3:18).26

Consider the following overview—presenting New Testament
references to the Pharisees—showing Christ’s interac-
tions/condemnations of the Pharisees and/or their actions/doctrines.

1. Called a “generation of vipers” by John the Baptizer (Mt. 3:7).

2. Their “righteousness” must be exceeded to enter the kingdom
(Mt. 5:20).

3. Evil liars who accused Christ of casting out demons through
Satan (Mt. 9:34, 12:24).

4. Through hatred, had a council to destroy Christ (Mt. 12:14).

5. Insincerely sought signs from Christ, though they had seen
much evidence (Mt. 12:38; 16:1; Mk. 8:11).

6. They were offended at the teachings of Jesus (Mt. 15:12).
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7. Jesus said beware of the leaven/doctrine of the Pharisees (Mt.
16:11-12; Mk. 8:15; In Lk. 12:1—Christ calls this leaven
‘hypocrisy’).

8. Insincerely inquired of Christ concerning divorce (Mt. 19:3;
Mk. 10:2).

9. Realized that Christ condemned them (Mt.21:45).

10. Often tried, without success, to entangle Christ in His talk (Mk.
12:13). They even took counsel regarding how they might
accomplish such (Mt. 22:15). In fact, they even took counsel
with the Herodians against Christ (Mk 3:6). They would often
urge Christ vehemently and provoke Him to speak of many
things (Lk. 11:53).

11. Christ called them hypocrites (Mt. 23:13, 29).

12. Christ told them that they were not going to enter the kingdom
of heaven if they rejected Him, and that they were preventing
others from entering also (Mt. 23:13).

13. Christ told them that they, for pretense, made long prayers (Mt.
23:14).

14. Christ told them that they were making their converts worse
than themselves (Mt. 23:15).

15. Christ told them that though all the Law should be kept, they
were omitting the weightier matters of the Law (Mt. 23:23; Lk.
11:42).

16. Christ told them that they were only making the outside clean,
but that they were within full of wickedness (Mt. 23:25-27; Lk.
11:39).

17. The Pharisees hated Christ when they saw Him eat with
publicans and sinners (Mk. 2:16; Lk. 5:30, 15:2).

18. They attempted to bind on others (the traditions of men) that
which was not bound by God (Mk. 2:18).

19. The Pharisees often “falsely” accused Christ of breaking the
Sabbath (Mk. 2:24; Lk. 6:2, 7, 14:3).

20. The Pharisees ceremoniously washed themselves after the
tradition of the elders and condemned Christ and His disciples
for not following such (Mk. 7:3-5; Lk. 11:38).
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21. Pharisees were scattered throughout Galilee, Judaea and
Jerusalem (Lk. 5:17).

22. The Pharisees rejected the counsel of God against themselves
(Lk. 7:30).

23. The Pharisees viewed themselves as righteous while condemn-
ing those who were truly seeking the Messiah (Lk. 7:36-50;
18:10ff).

24. They loved the uppermost (or chief) seats in the synagogues
and greetings in the markets (Lk. 11:43).

25. Christ compared them to concealed graves which men uninten-
tionally walk over (Lk. 11:44).

26. They attempted to scare Christ with insincere warnings (Lk.
13:31).

27. There were different types/levels of Pharisees, cf., “chief
Pharisees” (Lk. 14:1).

28. The Pharisees watched Christ looking for faults (Lk. 14:1).

29. They were covetous (Lk. 16:14).

30. They tried to get Christ to rebuke His disciples for acknowl-
edging that He was the Messiah (Lk. 19:39).

31. The Pharisees knew about and had conflict with the forerunner
of Christ (John the Baptist), just as they knew about and had
conflict with the Messiah (Mt. 3:7; Jn. 1:24, 4:1).

32. Not all Pharisees were dishonest (Jn. 3:1ff; Acts 5:34 [with
22:3], 26:5; Phil. 3:5) They tried to kidnap/obtain Christ when
they heard people accepting Him as the Messiah, based on His
known miracles (Jn. 7:32, 45, 11:57).

33. For the most part, the Pharisees did not accept/believe in Christ
(Jn. 7:48, 8:13).

34. They were extremely dishonest as is evidenced by their
bringing a woman (but not a man) caught in adultery (Jn. 8:3).

35. They refused to accept even eye-witness testimony concerning
the evidence of Christ (Jn. 9:13-16, 40).

36. They had spies or reporters who reported on Christ (Jn. 11:46).
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37. They knew that Christ performed miracles, but they refused to
accept Him (Jn. 11:47).

38. The Pharisees realized that Christ had many followers, thus
they were jealous and hated Him greatly (Jn. 12:19).

39. Many believed in Christ but because of the Pharisees, these
people would not confess Christ for they knew the Pharisees
would cast them out of the synagogue (Jn. 12:42).

40. The Pharisees were instrumental in the plot with Judas to
betray Christ (Jn. 18:3).

41. The false views of the Pharisees even cropped up in the church
(Acts 15:5).

42. The Pharisees believed in the resurrection of the dead, angels
and spirits (Acts 23:7-9).

43. Although most rejected the clear evidence concerning Christ,
some later obeyed the Gospel and became Christians (Acts 6:7;
9:1ff, 22:1ff, 26:1ff, Phil. 3, etc.).

In tragic form, the Pharisees, though doctors of the Law, missed the
greatest theme of the Law—namely, the fact that One would come that
was greater than Moses (Deut. 18:15-18). It was this Prophet (i.e., the
Messiah) that they should have been looking for. Instead, by and large,
the Pharisees rejected Him and thus condemned themselves, as well as
others. No wonder then that Jesus said: “Take heed and beware of the
leaven of the Pharisees” (Mt. 16:6). As Matthew 16:12 makes clear,
Christ was speaking of “the doctrine [teaching, JR] of the Pharisees.”
In Luke 12:1, Christ further said: “Beware ye of the leaven of the
Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.” Their doctrine (teaching) was not one
of sincerity coupled with truth, but rather it was one of pretense, oral
tradition and hypocrisy! Concerning the text in Matthew 16:1-12,
Coffman comments:

Christ was at that time on the west side of the Lake Galilee,
which was Pharisaical territory. The request of those enemies of
Jesus for a sign from heaven was actually intended to cast a
reflection on the mighty miracles Christ had performed, which,
as interpreted by those hypocrites, were not “from heaven” ...
[Consider how the] longstanding enmity between the Pharisees
and Sadducees was submerged and muted while they made
common cause against the Lord ... [Jesus] was not [giving] an
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endorsement of the Pharisees’ method of predicting the weather,
but was a glaring contrast, pointed out by Jesus, between their
supposed sagacity in material things and their blindness to far
more important spiritual things ... the Pharisees missed the signs
of the times, however skilled they might have appeared as
weather prophets ... The relationship between God and Israel had
long been described as a marriage contract in which God was the
husband and Israel the bride, hence a charge of adultery ... Christ
very properly refused to be placed upon examination by them ...
Christ’s warning of the “leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees”
was necessary. They had formed a powerful, socially prominent,
politically dominating alliance against him and were advocating
his rejection with every cunning and lying argument possible.
They argued: 1) that Christ could not be the Messiah, because
Elijah had not yet come; 2) that His signs were not “from
heaven,” but from earth; 3) that the demons He exorcized were,
in truth, cast out by the power of the devil; 4) that He was a
violator of sacred traditions; 5) that He profaned the Sabbath; 6)
that the Scriptures “proved” the Messiah could not come from
Galilee, but from Bethlehem (John 7:41); 7) that none of the
rulers of the people believed on him (John 7:48); 8) that they
“knew” Him to be a sinner (John 9:24); 9) that He was a glutton
and a winebibber; 10) that He was a Samaritan; 11) that He was
a friend of publicans and sinners; and 12) that He was a deceiver
... they had indeed mounted a formidable [and baseless, JR]
attack against Christ, so strong in fact that Christ saw fit in this
instance to warn even the apostles against it ... “Leaven” in this
case stands for something evil ... The Pharisees were hypocrites,
dealing in falsehood. [They] were secular, dominated by earthly
considerations exclusively. They were full of snobbery and pride
and made every possible appeal to selfishness, prejudice, and
bias. They even tortured the Scriptures to invent arguments
against Him; and, finally, they relied upon force to achieve their
ends. Even at that moment, they were plotting to kill Christ. No
group of leaders in human history ever surpassed their right to be
denominated as “the sons of the evil one.”27

Regarding Matthew 16:1-12), in reference to the Pharisees,
Matthew Henry opines:

... the danger was not in their bread (Christ Himself did eat with
them, Luke 7:36, 11:37, 14:1), but in their principles ... by the
leaven of the Pharisees ... He meant their doctrine and way,
which were corrupt and vicious. They were leading men, and
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were had in reputation, which made the danger of infection ...
greater.28

Commenting on the same section, Boles writes:

Mark says, “He sighed deeply in His spirit.” (Mark 8:12). He
was grieved by their hardness of heart ... The evil principle of the
Pharisees had changed and corrupted the law of God. The spirit
of their teaching is the point warned against (Luke 12:1) ...
leaven was the symbol of hypocrisy, vanity, and pride.29

Hicks declares: “Leaven was an apt symbol of any active principle
calculated to spread its influence ... Jesus ... used it ... to denote the
‘teaching’ of the Pharisees.” Referencing Webster’s and then Barclay,
Hicks continues:

Webster defines the word “hypocrite” as “one who affects
virtues or qualities he does not have” ... the word “hypocrite”
began to be connected with question and answer in a play [and]
went on to be connected with acting a part. Hypocrisy is acting
a part. The hypocrite is never genuine; he is always playacting.
The basis of hypocrisy is insincerity.

Speaking of Christ, Hicks adds: “By His refusal to be intimidated by
the Pharisees, by His willingness to take them ‘head-on,’ and by His
triumphant manifestation of their true despicable, degenerate state,
Jesus gave moral courage to His disciples.”30

THE PHARISEES—THEIR APPLICATION

Hypocrisy Will Not Work With God

Clearly, Jesus condemned the hypocrisy of the Pharisees (Mt.
23:13; Lk. 12:1). The Lord will not tolerate “playactors.” He requires
a genuine (or unfeigned/not pretended) faith (1 Pet. 1:22; 2 Tim. 1:5).
God will not overlook worldliness in the church anymore than a sailor
can overlook water in his boat (1 Jn. 2:15-17; Jas. 4:4). This is always
true, but how much more so when such individuals “pretend” to be
faithful all the while living sinful lives (Rom. 12:1-2; 1 Tim. 5:6)? Woe
unto the child of God who imbibes alcohol (i.e., social drinking),
smokes, cusses, dances, gambles, lies, hates, fornicates, wears
immodest apparel (such as in mixed-swimming, cheerleading outfits
and the like), forsakes the assemblies of the church, cheats, involves
themselves in jealousies, adulterous conduct, wraths, railing speech, et
cetera—while also “playing the part” of a Christian (Gal. 5:19-21; Eph.
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4:17-32; Col. 3:1-15)! Christ did not tolerate hypocrisy with the
Pharisees. Likewise, He will not tolerate such evil today.

Heartless Legalism Will Not Work With God

God loves the obedient (Mt. 7:21; Heb. 5:9; 2 Jn. 9-11). Jesus never
endorses disobedience—even when people are sincere (Lk. 6:46; Rom.
10:1-2). However, sound doctrine and obedience (while certainly
necessary) are not substitutes for a wicked heart (Rom. 10:10). With
God, it takes both—the heart and the obedience! For the most part, the
Pharisees only tried to follow one. Addressing the Pharisees, in
Matthew 15:8, Jesus said: “This people draweth nigh unto me with
their mouth, and honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far
from me” (emphasis added). Matthew 23:23 has Jesus telling the
Pharisees that they had “omitted the weightier matters of the law,
judgment, mercy, and faith.” He went on to tell them: “[T]hese ought
ye to have done, and not to leave the other undone.” Again, Christ
expects “heartfelt” obedience, not “heartless” obedience (Rom. 6:16-
18). Being baptized for the remission of sins is essential (Mk. 16:16;
Acts 2:38; 22:16). But being baptized (i.e., immersed in water) without
sincerity of heart will accomplish nothing (Acts 8:37). Singing and
praying are good and proper in worship, but singing and praying
without the proper attitude is useless (1 Cor. 14:15; Eph. 5:19-20; Col.
3:16). Partaking of the Lord’s Supper on every first day of the week
(i.e., the Lord’s Day) is a must, if one is to follow the divine pattern
(Acts 20:7). Yet, merely taking of the elements without the correct
attitude only brings condemnation (1 Cor. 11:26-29). Likewise,
giving/contributing during the Lord’s Day assembly is part of God’s
plan (1 Cor. 16:1-2). But what studied person would dare say one can
give without his heart being involved (2 Cor. 8:5; 9:7)? The point
should be clear—God demands true obedience—obedience from the
heart.

Arrogance And Self-Righteousness Will Not Work With God

The snobbery of the Pharisees was evident (Mt. 23:14, 27). Yet, in
Luke 17:10, Jesus forever says: “So likewise ye, when ye shall have
done all those things which are commanded you, say, We are unprofit-
able servants: we have done that which was our duty to do.” Through-
out the Bible, God condemns the prideful arrogance of man (Pro. 8:13;
16:18; Dan. 5:20; Mk. 7:22; Jas. 4:10). The account given by Christ in
Luke 18 forever brings this point home regarding the self-righteous
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attitude of the Pharisees and those like them. Further, the account in
Luke 7:30-36 should be read and studied along this line. When a person
thinks they are better than someone else they have a problem. Romans
3:23 is simple, but clear! All men need the Gospel (1 Cor. 15:1-4).
While it is true that only those who obey it will be saved (2 Thess. 1:8),
it is equally true that no man deserves salvation (Rom. 5:8-10).

Covetousness Will Not Work With God

Like many false teachers, a great many of the Pharisees were
covetous (Lk. 16:14). The American Standard Version (1901) refers to
them as “lovers of money.” In addition to their money, they also loved
their power (Jn. 9:22; 12:42). God will not tolerate the sin of greed and
covetousness (1 Cor. 5:11; Col. 3:5). Money is not inherently evil, nor
is power (cf., Abraham, David, etc.). Money and/or power may be used
for good (1 Tim. 6:17-19). Sadly, most of the time such is used for evil
(1 Tim. 6:6-12; Zeph. 1:18). Those who work all of the time, even
when such means forsaking assemblies and neglecting the Lord’s work,
those who withhold prosperity from God’s collection plate, those who
gamble and purchase greed-induced lottery tickets, etc., will one day
stand and give an account to God (Acts 17:30-31; 2 Cor. 5:10).

Vanity Will Not Work With God

The Pharisees wanted to be seen of men (Mt. 6:1-6; 23:5-6). With
them, religion was about show and pretense (Mt. 23:14). It was an
outward demonstration only (Mt. 23:27). In Luke 11:43, Jesus noted:
“Woe unto you, Pharisees! for ye love the uppermost seats in the
synagogues, and greetings in the markets.” The Pharisees hated Christ,
yet Christ did not hate them. Instead, He hated their deeds! Their
religion was the opposite of His. His was motivated by a proper inward
desire to obey the Father. Theirs was only one of “supposed” obedi-
ence. Their religion was like a whitewashed tomb (Mt. 23:27). The
same is true today. Those who follow Christ and/or worship just as a
matter of show are clearly condemned of God (Mt. 22:37). We should
always give our best to God (Mt. 6:33), but such should not and must
not be as a matter of pretense and show (Mt. 6:3). We should seek to
sing aloud to our Creator during worship (Ps. 81:1), but not to be seen
of men. We should give of our time, talent and treasure to Jehovah
(2 Cor. 8:5), yet not to be seen of others. Christians should never turn
the check face-side up in the collection plate hoping their pew-neighbor
will see how much they are giving to God. The faithful Christian will
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not go around bragging about “doing this” and “doing that.” No, such
is the attitude of the Pharisees, not that of sincere Christians. Evaluate
the hand-clapping that is often seen today in modern worship services
and/or at baptisms. Why is such done? Is it to glorify God? Hardly!
Look deep into such things and what will typically be found is either
Scriptural ignorance or men who desire show, personal applause and/or
human admiration. God does not want us to clap at a baptism as if to
glorify the babe in Christ. No, it is not about the person who has just
been saved—it is about God—and God does not need man-made
methods of glorification. Let us sing, let us pray, let us hug our new
brother or sister and welcome him or her into the congregation, but let
us not arrogantly and vainly glorify humanity! This same line of
reasoning could also be argued with such nonsense as is seen in the
solos, choirs, modern singing groups, praise teams (i.e., hidden choirs),
mechanical instruments of music, drama teams and so forth. Worship
is about God—not man (Jn. 4:24). The Pharisees forgot this.

Merely Being Religious Will Not Work With God

The Pharisees were religious, very religious—even to the point of
evangelism (Mt. 23:15). They prayed. They even prayed long prayers
(Mt. 23:14). They gave alms (Mt. 6:2). They tithed to the nth degree
(Mt. 15:5; 23:23; Lk. 11:42), yet it was all useless. James 1:27 tells us
that “pure religion” demands action. James 2:14-17 agrees. 1 John 3:18
reads: “My little children, let us not love in word, neither in tongue; but
in deed and in truth.” True religion is action oriented, as James 2:26
declares: “[F]aith without works is dead also.” Attending worship is
absolutely necessary (Heb. 10:25). However, merely sitting on a pew
once or four times a week (or 100 times a week, for that matter) is not
equal to Christianity. Simply saying a “quickie” prayer every once in
awhile, does not a faithful member make. Some view Christianity as
nothing more than attending a few worship services and even then they
look at communion/giving as nothing more than “a sip, a chip and a
two dollar tip.” When such is the case, it is rebellion gone to seed.
Christianity is not just a piece or a segment of a person’s life. It is to be
his/her whole, entire life (Eph. 4:1; Ecc. 12:13)!

Dishonesty Will Not Work With God

With few exceptions, the Pharisees seem to have been dishonest.
They were dishonest with themselves (i.e., they were self-deceived, Mt.
13:15). They were dishonest with others (Jn. 11:47; 12:37, 42). They
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were dishonest with/about Christ (Mt. 22:15; Mk 12:13; Lk. 6:7; Jn.
8:46). Jehovah hates dishonesty and deception (Pro. 6:16-19; Jn. 8:44;
2 Tim. 3:13; Rev. 21:8). Those who want Heaven as their ultimate
home must not and cannot follow and endorse dishonesty and decep-
tion. Sinful are the lot who engage in tax fraud, embezzlement,
deceptive trade practices, dishonest advertising campaigns, etc. May
Christ’s condemnation of the Pharisees (and their dishonesty) forever
motivate members of the Lord’s church today to deny “ungodliness and
worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly, in this
present world” (Tit. 2:12).

CONCLUSION

As a whole, the Pharisees were a hypocritical and wicked group.
Yet, not every Pharisee was dishonest or hypocritical (cf., Nicodemus,
Jn. 7:50-53; Joseph of Arimathea, Mk. 15:43-46; Jn. 19:38-40; and,
Paul, Acts 26:5; Phil. 3:5). The truth is, there were actually various
types/styles of Pharisees. Noting several previous sources, we find that
the Talmud shows various classifications of Pharisees, including:

1. The shoulder Pharisee—one who wore his good deeds on
his shoulders. He paraded his religious duties. He obeyed
the Law, but he did it in order to be seen of men.

2. The wait-a-little Pharisee—one who would beg for time in
order to perform a meritorious action. He could always
produce an excuse for putting off a good deed. He spoke but
he did not act.

3. The bruised/bleeding shoulder Pharisee—one who, in his
eagerness to avoid looking on a woman would shut his eyes
and often or on purpose run into something to keep from
sinning. No really strict, orthodox teacher could be seen
talking to a woman in public, even if that woman was his
own wife or sister. They would not allow themselves to look
at a woman in the street.

4. The painted Pharisee—one who advertises his holiness lest
anyone should touch him and thus make him defiled.

5. The reckoning Pharisee—He was always trying to balance
some neglected duty and/or he was ever reckoning (or
chalking up) his good deeds. In essence, he kept a balance
sheet between him and God and every [good] deed put God
a little deeper in debt.
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6. The fearing Pharisee—one whose relationship to God was
merely one of trembling awe. He always lived in dread of
divine punishment. He was always therefore cleansing the
outside of the cup. He saw religion in terms of judgment.

7. The loving Pharisee—The only Pharisee who was not
operating out of hypocrisy. He was one who really and truly
loved God, and who found delight in obedience.31

Today, we neither want to be a “Pharisee” nor be like a “Pharisee.”
Rather, we should strive to be faithful members of the church of Christ
(Eph. 1:21-23; 4:4-6; 5:23; Rom. 16:16). As such, we should ever be
wary of the “leaven of the Pharisees.”
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