Historical Jesus 9: Jewish Groups
Four Main Jewish Groups
“The Jews had for a great while had three sects of philosophy peculiar to themselves; the sect of the Essenes, and the
sect of the Sadducees, and the third sort of opinions was that of those called Pharisees;…But of the fourth sect of Jewish
philosophy, Judas the Galilean was the author.” (Josephus, Antiquites of the Jews 18.11, 23)
Two centuries before Jesus’ began his ministry, a Greek empire ruled over the land of Israel. The empire outlawed the
Law of Moses (Torah) and defiled the Temple by sacrificing a pig to an idol there. This caused a revolution led by the
Hasmonean family who presided over Israel from 167-63 bc.1 They won their religious freedom and eventually political
freedom. During this period, several groups emerged including the Pharisees, Essenes, and Sadducees.2
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Our best source for information about the Greek persecution, the revolutionary war, the capture and cleansing of the Temple, and
the eventual achievement of political independence comes from the books of first and second Maccabees.
2
It is possible that these three groups once comprised the Hasideans who worked hard to resist Greek influence, especially among
the youth. The Hasideans dedicated themselves to obeying God’s laws and teaching them to others. They participated in the
revolution as well (1 Maccabees 2:42).
3
For much of this lecture, I’m indebted to Shaye J.D. Cohen for his book From the Maccabees to the Mishnah: Second Edition
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press 2006), pp. 138-166.
4
All dates are BC.
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Pharisees
Shaye Cohen:
“Practically all scholars now agree that the name “Pharisee” derives from the Hebrew and Aramaic parush or perushi (in
the plural, perushim), which means “one who is separated”5
Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 18.1.3-4
“They are extremely influential among the masses; and all prayers and sacred rites of divine worship are performed
according to their exposition…Whenever the Sadducees assume some office, though they submit unwillingly and
perforce, yet submit they do to the dictates of the Pharisees, since otherwise the masses would not tolerate them.”
Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 13.10.6
“The Pharisees have delivered to the people a great many observances by succession from their fathers, which are not
written in the law of Moses; and for that reason it is that the Sadducees reject them and say that we are to esteem
those observances to be obligatory which are in the written word, but are not to observe what are derived from the
tradition of our forefathers; and concerning these things it is that great disputes and differences have arisen among
them, while the Sadducees are able to persuade none but the rich, and have not the populace obsequious to them, but
the Pharisees have the multitude on their side.”
The kind of Judaism that survived the Jewish War (a.d. 66-73), rabbinic Judaism, descended from the Pharisees. We
know that the house of Gamaliel (known to be Pharisaic) led the rabbis around a.d. 100.
Saducees
Shaye Cohen:
“Most scholars now agree that the name ‘Saducee’ derives from the Hebrew Zeduqi and means ‘a descendant (or:
adherent) of Zadok the priest.’ …Presumably this is a self-designation. Sadducees see themselves as the descendants of
Zadok the priest, that is, as the true priests who are to officiate in the temple.”6
Mishnah Yadayim 4.7
“The Sadducees say: We denounce you, Pharisees, for you say, if my ox or my donkey cause any damage, I am liable [to
compensate], but if my manservant or maidservant cause any damage, I am exempt [from compensating]! Just as with
regard to my ox and my donkey, with which I am not obligated to perform any mitzvot, and I am thereby [still] liable [to
compensate] for damages, does it not follow with regard to my manservant or maidservant, with whom I am obligated
to perform mitzvot, that I should be liable [to compensate] for damages [which they cause]?! They [the Pharisees] said
to them, "No. If [i.e. just because] you stated this [law] with regard to my ox or my donkey, which do not have cognitive
capabilities, would you say this with regard to my manservant or maidservant who do have cognitive capabilities?!" For
[if that logical leap is made], if I offend [one of] them, he may go and set fire to another's [grain] pile, and I will be liable
to pay for damages!”
Acts 23:8 (See also Mark 12:18.)
“For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor spirit, but the Pharisees acknowledge them all.”

5
6

Shaye J.D. Cohen, From the Maccabees to the Mishnah: Second Edition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press 2006), p. 152.
Cohen, pp. 152-3.
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The Sadducees worked with the priests and captain of the Temple and were able to send out the police to arrest people
(Acts 4:1-3). Furthermore, the high priest and those with him are of the party of the Sadducees (Acts 5:17).
Essenes7
Philo of Alexandria (25 bc – ad 50) estimated that there were 4,000 Essenes in the first century.8 They believed the
Temple was corrupt so they sent no animal sacrifices, but they did send other offerings. They denied themselves bodily
pleasures, often living in communes out in the desert. In these all-male, celibate groups, the men could join only after
taking an oath of loyalty and enduring a three-year trial period. Essenes emphasized purity and washings and even wore
white garments. Some Essenes did live in villages and married. They believed in the coming end of days when God
would purge the world of evil, establish a new Temple, and put them in authority. They believed the priesthood in
Jerusalem was corrupted and that they were led by true priests, the proper sons of Zadok. The Essenes perished in ad
68 during the Jewish War when they failed to defeat the Romans. The Dead Sea Scrolls found at Qumran provide us
with much information about the Essenes.9
Zealots (The Fourth Philosophy)10
The Zealots began with Judah the Galilean in ad 6 who incited a rebellion against the Romans when they called for a
census. The revolution failed; the Romans killed Judah, and his followers scattered (Acts 5:37).
Jospehus Antiquities of the Jews 18.1.6
“They have an inviolable attachment to liberty; and say that God is to be their only ruler and Lord. They also do not
value dying any kind of death, nor indeed do they heed the deaths of their relations and friends, nor can any such fear
make them call any man Lord”
It is possible that Jesus’ disciple, Simon the Zealot, was from this movement. It is hard to say if the Zealots were a
continuous group or movement from their beginning in ad 6 to when they succeeded in instigating a full revolution in ad
66. What we can say is that in the ad 50s, a group called the Sicarii (dagger men) snuck around the streets of Jerusalem,
associating Jewish supporters of Roman rule with concealed curved daggers. The Zealots met their end in a mass suicide
atop Masada at the end of the failed Jewish war of independence in ad 73.
Comparison of the Four Main Groups
Sect

Influence

Emphasis

Distinctive beliefs

Pharisees

held in high esteem by most people

interpreting Torah and living Torah
today

oral Torah, obedience is
paramount

Sadducees aristocracy, Roman governors

the Temple is how we worship God

no resurrection;
written Torah only

Essenes

Temple is corrupt; people are too lax;
train in holiness

communal living,
purity, ascetic, prepare
for final battle

generally admired by all as holy men
(much like monks living in desert
monasteries)

7

Sources for the Essenes include Philo, Quod omnis probus liber sit 12-13, Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 13.171-172; 18.18-22;
Wars of the Jews 2.119-161
8
Philo, Quod omnis probus liber sit 12
9
Generally, scholars associate the Dead Sea Scrolls with Qumran settlement nearby and identify them as Essene writings. Some
scholars have challenged these conclusions.
10
Some scholars dispute that Zealots are identical to the fourth philosophy described by Josephus, preferring to see them as a
subset that only flourished in the generation after Christ.
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Zealots

oppressed, offended, discontents,
revolutionaries

need to take the land back; nothing
worse than a Roman sympathizer

ends justify means;
violence is the answer

Jesus

people of the land, outcasts,
especially sick and possessed

repentance in light of the coming
Kingdom, healing, exorcism

Messianic movement;
love enemies; cross as
ransom

Four More Groups: Chief Priests, Sanhedrin, Scribes, and Samaritans11
Beyond Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and Zealots, several other Jewish groups of varying types are important for
understanding Jesus in his own historical context. These groups often overlap with the ones we have just considered.
Chief Priests
Many priests served during the time of Christ. Some were Pharisees, some were Sadducees, and some were neither.
“The plural ‘chief priests’ describes members of the high-priestly families who serve in the Sanhedrin; ruling and former
high priests together with members of the prominent priestly families (Acts 4:6).”12 Since we know the high priests
during Christ’s time were Sadducees, probably most of the chief priests were also Sadducees. These were the power
brokers in Jerusalem during Jesus’ ministry.
Sanhedrin
The Sanhedrin, often translated “council,” was the main leadership body who handled legal issues and ruled on criminal
cases. Since there was no separation of religion from the government, they enforced Jewish law as well as managed civil
affairs on behalf of the Roman government. They included Sadducees, Pharisees, scribes, and elders. The Romans
empowered them to handle most issues but would not allow them to exercise the death penalty with one exception: if a
Gentile (non-Jew) went past the court of the Gentiles into the Jewish areas of the Temple complex.
The Sanhedrin controlled a group of armed men (Temple police) that they could send out to arrest someone. So long as
they kept the Jews from rioting or refusing to pay taxes, the Roman governors and soldiers were content. As such, the
Sanhedrin took a particular interest in charismatic leaders, messianic claimants, and revolutionaries. They knew that if
they did not stop such people from rallying the people, the Romans would remove them and rule directly (John 11:4748). The leader of them was the high priest—a man named Joseph Caiaphas.
Scribes
We get the word “scribble” from the word “scribe,” which, in its most basic definition, means someone who can write.
Although it’s difficult to get any precision, scholars estimate around 90% of people could not read or write in the time of
Jesus. Furthermore, he inhabited an oral culture when memorization and story-telling flourished. However, for the
Jews, everything found its basis in the authoritative and inspired written text. Thus, they needed public readers of
Scripture in the synagogues as well as copiers to preserve and distribute the sacred scrolls. As a result of spending so
much time with the Scriptures, scribes became known as experts in the Law of Moses and as such, were called lawyers.
Beyond reading and copying, scribes also served as financial officials and wrote letters for hire. Scribes could be
Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots, or none of them. However, in the Gospels scribes are usually associated with
the Pharisees.
Samaritans
Between the Galilee, where Jesus spent most of time, and Judea, where the Temple was, lay Samaria—a tract of land
inhabited by the Samaritans. They believed in the ancient Torah but did not recognize the rest of the Hebrew Bible as
inspired or authoritative. They believed Jewish history went wrong during the time of Eli (the priest and judge before
Samuel). They thought Solomon should never have built the Temple in Jerusalem. In fact, they had their own Temple of
11
12

The Herodians would be a fifth group, likely just a designation for participants and supporters of the Herods (cf. Mark 3:6; 12:13).
J. J. Douglas, New Bible Dictionary: Second Edition (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers 1982), pp. 971-2.
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Mount Gerizim until John Hyrcanus destroyed it in 129 bc. The Samaritans denied Jesus hospitality when they found out
he was headed to the Temple. Jesus’ disciples’ response gives us an idea of how they felt about Samaritans:
Luke 9:53-56
53 But the people did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem. 54 And when his disciples James and
John saw it, they said, "Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from heaven and consume them?" 55 But he
turned and rebuked them. 56 And they went on to another village.
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Historical Jesus 10: Conflict
“Conflict plays a large part in the Gospel narratives of the ministry of Jesus…Jesus is shown in conflict with Satan (Mt
12:28)…with natural calamities likes storms…with mental illnesses…with religious leaders of his people…with the crowds
he draws…with his family…with his disciples…and he is in conflict with his own instinctive clinging to life…when it comes
in the way of his Father’s will. Conflict, then, is not a secondary dispensable element in the ministry of Jesus; it is of its
essence. Not for Jesus the ecstasy of the frolicking Krishna who is beyond all conflict, nor the serene smile of the
Buddha who is wholly untouched by it. His is a short and agitated ministry, ending in a violent and untimely death.”13
As we’ll see, Jesus endured conflict throughout his ministry. As such, we should not conclude we are walking with God
just because we have peace in our lives, nor should we assume that conflict necessarily means we are doing something
wrong. Although Jesus faced difficulties with the Samaritans14 and Herodians,15 the bulk of his conflict—at least until the
last week of his life—resulted from interactions with the Pharisees.16 I have organized the Pharisees’ disagreements
with Jesus into three groups: legal issues, challenges to his legitimacy, and problems with Jesus’ style of ministry. Once
we look at these three, we’ll consider Jesus’ criticisms of the Pharisees.
Legal Disagreements
The most common legal disagreement we find in the Gospels pertains to Sabbath observance. One time, Jesus’ disciples
were plucking grain, rubbing it in their hands, and eating on the Sabbath (Mark 2:23-28). The Pharisees asked, “Look,
why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” Jesus defended them, saying, “Have you never read what David
did, when he was in need and was hungry, he and those who were with him: how he entered the house of God, in the
time of Abiathar the high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat,
and also gave it to those who were with him?" After pointing out this classic exception to the rule, he said, “The
Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.”
In the other incidents related to the Sabbath, Jesus healed people, which raised the ire of the Pharisees. He restored the
man with the withered hand (Mark 3:1-6), the woman doubled over (Luke 13:12-16), the man with dropsy17, and the
lame man at the Bethesda pool (John 5). Why did Jesus heal on the Sabbath? He does not give an explicit reason. We
know he healed other days as well. Either Jesus did not consider his miracles work, or he felt he had solid precedent to
lawfully break the Sabbath. For example, the Law allowed for priests to work on the Sabbath or rescue a person or
animal in danger. Here is an example of when the synagogue ruler confronted Jesus for healing on the Sabbath:
Luke 13:11-16
11 And behold, there was a woman who had had a disabling spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and could not
fully straighten herself. 12 When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said to her, "Woman, you are freed from your
disability." 13 And he laid his hands on her, and immediately she was made straight, and she glorified God. 14 But the
ruler of the synagogue, indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, said to the people, "There are six days in
which work ought to be done. Come on those days and be healed, and not on the Sabbath day." 15 Then the Lord
answered him, "You hypocrites! Does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger and
lead it away to water it? 16 And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen years,
be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day?"
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George M. Soares-Prabhu, The Dharma of Jesus (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 2003), p. 164.
As we saw last time, the Samaritans refused Jesus hospitality in one city (Luke 9:51-56).
15
The Pharisees tipped off Jesus that Herod Antipas wanted to kill him to which Jesus replied, “Go and tell that fox, ‘Behold, I cast
out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish my course” (Luke 13:31-33).
16
As we will see later, the Sadducees were instrumental in Jesus’ arrest, trial, and crucifixion.
17
Dropsy is edema—a swelling due to abnormal collection of fluid that causes severe pain.
14
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“A number of Jews would have agreed with Jesus that healing takes precedence over the Sabbath; others might have
thought that a chronic, nonpainful condition could wait until sundown, lest the healing in this case give the impression
that the healer did not honor the day or the commandment.…The story highlights Jesus’ action as in contradistinction
from what the synagogue leader would have preferred. But the crowd – that is the Jewish majority – has no problem
with Jesus’ healing the woman, and they would have recognized his argument to be a standard form for discussion of
legal matters. He argues on the basis of what is called in Hebrew a gal v’homer, or “from the lighter to the greater,”
model…. If you already do X, then you should surely do Y, which is even more important.” Jesus’ healing itself is a
matter of touch, which is not forbidden n the Sabbath: he makes no potions; he unties no cords.”18
A second issue the Pharisees raised is related to purity (Mark 7:1-15). One time they saw Jesus’ disciples were not
washing their hands prior to eating. They asked, “Why do your disciples not walk according to the tradition of the
elders, but eat with defiled hands?” Jesus replied, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, ‘This
people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the
commandments of men.’” Jesus did not even bother to debate the purity requirement, but instead attacked their
underlying practice of adhering to the traditions of the elders.
Jewish rabbis debated what reasons God allowed for divorce. Shammai had taught unseemly conduct qualified whereas
Hillel said a man could divorce his wife even if she merely spoiled his food.19 The Pharisees brought the subject up to
Jesus in an effort to test him (Matthew 19:3-9). They asked, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” Jesus
balked at their question, insisting, “What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” However, they
came back at him asking, “Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of divorce and send her away?” Jesus
responded, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was
not so. And I say to you: whosever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another, commits
adultery.” It is not clear from this interchange what these Pharisees believed about the subject, but Jesus’ position
probably struck them as rather strict.20
Another time a lawyer came to Jesus to test him (Luke 10:25-37). He asked, “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal
life?” Jesus said, “What is written in the Law? How do you read it?” The lawyer answered, “You shall love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as
yourself.” Jesus said, “You have answered correctly; do this, and you will live.” Obviously the conversation did not go as
the lawyer intended. Wanting to justify himself, he asked, “And who is my neighbor?” This is when Jesus told the
parable of the Good Samaritan. In it, an ethnic and religious enemy shows compassion on an injured man whereas his
own people refuse to help. Jesus asked, “Which of these three, do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man who
fell among the robbers?” The lawyer answered, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said, “You go, and do
likewise.” Although the initial question was about eternal life, it really focused on the statement, “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). Thus, this conflict was another legal disagreement. Jesus defines a neighbor as
one who acts neighborly rather than a member of one’s own group.
Challenges to His Legitimacy
Although there were some Pharisees who believed that Jesus was a genuine prophet, most of them challenged his
authority. One time Jesus claimed, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will
have the light of life” (John 8:12-19). The Pharisees said, “You are bearing witness about yourself; your testimony is not
true.” Jesus went on to explain that his Father also bore witness about him.
Another time, the Pharisees and Sadducees asked Jesus to show them a sign (Matthew 16:1-5). Ironically, though Jesus’
ministry was chock full of miraculous signs and wonders, he refused to perform one to prove his identify to his critics.
18

Amy-Jill Levine, The Misunderstood Jew, (San Francisco: HarperCollins Publishers, 2006), pp. 32-3.
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Gittin, Folio 90a
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Jesus also mentions his position on divorce and remarriage in Matthew 5:31-32. Later on, when dealing with the complications of
Christian and non-Christian mixed marriages, Paul gives more instruction on this topic (1 Corinthians 7).
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He said, “An adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of Jonah.” The sign of
Jonah, as it later becomes clear, referred to his time in the grave and subsequent resurrection.
In another similar incident, the Pharisees asked Jesus when the Kingdom would come (Luke 17:20-37). In one sense this
was a reasonable question. Jesus went about with his disciples from village to village proclaiming repentance because
the Kingdom of God was near. Naturally, one would ask, “Well, when is the kingdom actually going to get here?”
Alternatively, they could have been attempting to bait Jesus into setting a date or fixed sign that they could later use to
discredit him. Jesus answered, “The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed; nor will they say, 'Look,
here it is!' or, 'There it is!' For behold, the kingdom of God is in your midst” (Luke 17:20-21). Here they were asking
about the Kingdom while the King is standing right in front of them. Jesus was preaching the Kingdom gospel, teaching
to live in light of the Kingdom, enacting the Kingdom through his healing, exorcisms, and other acts of restoration. He
was bringing the Kingdom to bear right in their midst, and they couldn’t see it. Then he turned to his disciples and
explained that when the Kingdom would come, it would happen suddenly when people least expect it and used two
examples: the flood in the days of Noah and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. When it arrives, they’ll know it
just like how lightening is visible when it flashes across the night sky.
Jesus’ Style of Ministry
In addition to the conflict we’ve already seen, the Pharisees also took issue with Jesus’ particular style of doing ministry.
Early on, some people brought a paralyzed man to Jesus for healing (Matthew 9:1-8). Jesus saw the man’s faith and
said, “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven.” Some of the scribes said to themselves, “This man is blaspheming.”
Jesus replied, “Why are you thinking evil in your hearts? Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get
up, and walk?’ But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” he said to the
paralytic, “Get up, pick up your bed and go home.” Remember, we need to be careful not to side with Jesus’ critics.
They thought he was taking God’s authority onto himself by forgiving sins. That is not what the text says. Jesus does not
say, “I forgive you,” but “Your sins are forgiven.” Jesus is pronouncing forgiveness. This is why when the crowds saw it,
“they glorified God who had given such authority to men.” After his resurrection, Jesus told his disciples, “If you forgive
the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld” (John 20:23). (See also
Matthew 18:18 on binding and loosing). Jesus was operating in a way that they misunderstood, so they jumped to the
conclusion that he was blaspheming when he was really doing God’s will.
Although the scribes and Pharisees quibbled with Jesus about minor issues like fasting,21 they crossed the line when they
accused him of casting out demons by Beelzebul, the prince of demons (Luke 11:14-32). Jesus had been casting out a
mute demon to the amazement of the crowds when they leveled this slanderous accusation against him. Jesus replied,
“Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste…and if Satan also is divided against himself, how will his kingdom
stand?” Then he went on to say, “But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has
come upon you” (Matthew 12:28). I know this insult against Jesus was particularly egregious because he said, “Whoever
speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come” (Matthew 12:31-32).
Apparently, the skeptics and naysayers could not refute Jesus’ miraculous powers so that alleged they were from Satan.
Rather than recognizing the signs as testifying to Jesus’ credibility, they found a way to slander him. However, since
Jesus’ miracles really were from the God’s Spirit, they were blaspheming God Himself!
The third and most prominent issue the Pharisees brought against Jesus regarding his way of doing ministry was
associating with sinners. So frequently did Jesus attend dinner parties that his enemies spread rumors about him saying,
“Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” (Luke 7:34). Pharisees tended to
separate themselves from sinners, whereas Jesus spent a great deal of time with them. Jesus even called the tax
collector Levi (also called Matthew) to follow him as a disciple (Luke 5:29-32). That night, Levi made a great feast in his
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The Pharisees asked Jesus’ disciples why they didn’t fast. Jesus told them they would not fast so long as he was with them, but
after he was gone, they would fast (Luke 5:33-35). Jesus recognized the newness of his ministry style when he talked about putting
new wine in new wineskins and new patches on new garments (Luke 5:36-38).
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house and entertained a large company of tax collectors and others. The Pharisees grumbled, “Why do you eat and
drink with tax collectors and sinners?” Jesus answered, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who
are sick. I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance.”
Another time a Pharisee, named Simon, invited Jesus over for dinner (Luke 7:36-50). While he reclined at the table on a
cushion with his feet behind him, a woman came weeping. She was a known sinner in the town. She stood behind Jesus
and washed his feet with her tears, wiped them with her hair, kissed them, and anointed them with expensive ointment
from an alabaster flask. Simon thought to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what
sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner.” Just then Jesus told a story about two debtors who were
forgiven. One of them owed much more than the other, then he asked, “Now which of them will love him more?”
Simon said, “The one, I suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger debt.” Jesus explained, “Her sins, which are many,
are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little.” Then, turning to the woman, he said, “Your
sins are forgiven.” This caused those at the table to ask, “Who is this, who even forgives sins?” Jesus said to her, “Your
faith has saved you; go in peace.” They were probably right. She was a sinner. However, they missed that she was
convicted and sorrowful. They couldn’t see that she wanted to repent, that she could change and have a fresh start.
Jesus gave her that second chance. He saw her obvious repentance and told her that she was forgiven. All of this
rubbed the Pharisees the wrong way.
Later in his ministry, some Pharisees and scribes said, “This man receives sinners and eats with them.” This time, Jesus
narrated a triple set of parables (Luke 15). He told them about a shepherd whose sheep had gotten lost. He left the
ninety-nine to go find the one. When he found it, he rejoiced. Jesus explains, “There will be more joy in heaven over
one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.” In the second iteration, he
told about a woman who lost a valuable coin. After she found it, she called together her friends and neighbors and
rejoiced with them. “Just so,” says Jesus, “I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”
Lastly, he related the tale of a son who asked for his inheritance from his father and promptly went off and squandered
everything. After ending up destitute as a pig feeder, he came to himself and journeyed home, asking to work as a hired
servant. His father wouldn’t hear any of it and embraced his son, saying, “For this my son was dead, and is alive again;
he was lost, and is found.” His other son, the “righteous one,” however, was sulking out in the field and would not come
into the party. He was too self-centered to rejoice. He was angry that his father never gave him a young goat to
celebrate with his friends. I’m sure the Pharisees must have felt the heat when Jesus got to the end of that parable.
They are all about doing what is right, which is commendable, but they also need to compassionately help those who
have strayed to find their path.
Jesus’ Criticisms
Now that we’ve considered the major areas of conflict the scribes and Pharisees had with Jesus, we will look at what
issues Jesus brought against them in return. I want to mention just two before moving on to Jesus’ most sustained
critique in Matthew 23.
Once, Jesus told a parable, a zinger, to convict some people “who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and
treated others with contempt.” Here is what he said:
Luke 18:10-14
10 "Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee, standing
by himself, prayed thus: 'God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this
tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.' 13 But the tax collector, standing far off, would not
even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, 'God, be merciful to me, a sinner!' 14 I tell you, this man
went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one
who humbles himself will be exalted."
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Jesus valued humility highly. He taught the last would be first and the first, last. He saw the showoffs on the street
corners with their broadened phylacteries and long fancy prayers. When they fasted they made sure everyone knew it
by leaving their faces unwashed, neglecting to anoint their heads, and disfiguring their faces. Jesus saw this as a major
problem for the religious leaders of his time.
Another issue Jesus criticized the Pharisees about was greed. Jesus had told his disciples a parable about an unjust
manager who used his money wisely to make friends (Luke 16). He said, “You cannot serve God and money.” However,
the Pharisees ridiculed Jesus since they were lovers of money. To confront their lack of generosity he told them the
parable about Lazarus and the rich man. The moral of this story was that they should use their money to help the needy
rather than horde it and face God’s judgment.
In addition to pride and greed, Jesus also confronted the Pharisees on several more issues. Here is his critique:
Matthew 23:1-33
1 Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, 2 "The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat, 3 so do and
observe whatever they tell you, but not the works they do. For they preach, but do not practice. 4 They tie up heavy
burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people's shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to move them with their
finger.
5 They do all their deeds to be seen by others. For they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long, 6 and they
love the place of honor at feasts and the best seats in the synagogues 7 and greetings in the marketplaces and being
called rabbi by others. 8 But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all brothers. 9 And
call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven. 10 Neither be called instructors, for you
have one instructor, the Christ. 11 The greatest among you shall be your servant. 12 Whoever exalts himself will be
humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.
13 "But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut the kingdom of heaven in people's faces. For you
neither enter yourselves nor allow those who would enter to go in. 15 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!
For you travel across sea and land to make a single proselyte, and when he becomes a proselyte, you make him twice as
much a child of hell as yourselves.
16 "Woe to you, blind guides, who say, 'If anyone swears by the temple, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gold of
the temple, he is bound by his oath.' 17 You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the temple that has made the
gold sacred? 18 And you say, 'If anyone swears by the altar, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gift that is on the
altar, he is bound by his oath.' 19 You blind men! For which is greater, the gift or the altar that makes the gift sacred?
20 So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 21 And whoever swears by the temple swears
by it and by him who dwells in it. 22 And whoever swears by heaven swears by the throne of God and by him who sits
upon it.
23 "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have neglected the
weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness. These you ought to have done, without neglecting the
others. 24 You blind guides, straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel!
25 "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they
are full of greed and self-indulgence. 26 You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and the plate, that the
outside also may be clean. 27 "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs,
which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead people's bones and all uncleanness. 28 So you also
outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.
29 "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets and decorate the
monuments of the righteous, 30 saying, 'If we had lived in the days of our fathers, we would not have taken part with
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them in shedding the blood of the prophets.' 31 Thus you witness against yourselves that you are sons of those who
murdered the prophets. 32 Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers. 33 You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are
you to escape being sentenced to hell?
34 Therefore I send you prophets and wise men and scribes, some of whom you will kill and crucify, and some you will
flog in your synagogues and persecute from town to town, 35 so that on you may come all the righteous blood shed on
earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah the son of Barachiah, whom you murdered between
the sanctuary and the altar. 36 Truly, I say to you, all these things will come upon this generation.
As those who are trying to follow Jesus, we need to be careful not to find ourselves in conflict with him. We can’t allow
our hearts to harden or to focus on holiness so much that we forget compassion. We have to ward off the sickness of
greediness with the cure of generosity. We must be genuine, for there is nothing Jesus rails against more than
hypocrisy. We need to do the right thing, but for God to see it not other people. We humble ourselves and seek God’s
glory and he will exalt us in due time. Let us be the kind of believers who recognize our limitations and depend on God’s
empowering grace to help us do his will in our own time.
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