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				Part 3: Take Home Exam

Evaluate the Statement, “At the Beginning of the Christian Era, Judaism was Divided into Many Different Groups”


Josephus, the Jewish-Roman biographer of the history of the Jews, suggests in his ‘Antiquities of the Jews’ that there were three main groupings or ‘sects’ of priestly and political classes in Jewish life during the Second Temple and early Christian periods and that they dated back to “very ancient times” (Jos., Ant. XVII. 1:2). These were the Sadducees, the Pharisees and the Essenes (Whiston 1767:687). There were also other groupings and sub-groupings; Scribes, Zealots, Sicarii and more (Feinberg, 1982:1079; Bruce, 1982:1273; Brighton, 2011). This essay will examine the main sects as identified by Josephus, and discuss the beliefs, ideals and conflicts which they brought about. It will then briefly outline some of the lesser sects or groupings.

The Sadducees 

The Sadducees are thought to be named after Zadok, the Chief priest of the temple at the time of David and Solomon (see 1 Ki. 1:34, 2:35; 1 Chron. 29:22) (Kohler, (a) (n.d.):1). From their beginnings as a pure, priestly group – supposedly not working for money - they became a self-serving aristocracy who had “none but the rich on their side” (Jos., Ant. XIII. 10:6; Kohler, (a) (n.d.):2; Whiston, 1767:507).  Cohen suggests that this reputation for corruption began in the 3rd Century BC (Cohen, 2006:153-154). They ruled political life in Jerusalem and represented the nobility, power and wealth (Kohler, (a) (n.d.):2). 
Kohler suggests that the Sadducees, rather than focussing on the authority of God, looked to their own reputation, learning and abilities and in doing so “took peoples’ destinies into their own hands…negotiated with heathen nations and put their own temporary welfare and worldly success first” (Kohler, (a) (n.d.): 2-3).
Gelston suggests that they were “more severe in judgement” than other Jews, that they nearly all became priests (especially in the most powerful priestly families) and enjoyed the favour of the early Hasmonaean rulers (Gelston, 1982:1055). Cohen points out that, whilst this was the case, not all of the priests were Sadducees – some were Pharisees and some were of no single group (Cohen, 2006:155). Again, Gelston asserts that they were noted for their religious conservatism and denied the validity of anything but the written law (Gelston, 1982:1055). This brought them into conflict with the Pharisees who held that as well as the written law, the oral law of Jewish history, passed down through the generations was also God-inspired and thus to be obeyed (see below) (EB, 2020).
In their temple practices, the Sadducees believed in a greater sanctity of the priesthood than the general populous (again showing a self-promoting interest) and of having sole dominion over the Sanctuary where they, on the one hand, placed financial responsibility for daily burnt offerings on the High Priest, yet on the other, that the meal offering belonged to themselves (Kohler, (a) (n.d.): 3-4). They did not hold to the Pharasaical view of the immortality of the soul and did not accept the doctrine of resurrection, rather they favoured the traditional belief of Sheol (c.f. the Greek concept, Hades) (Kohler, (a) (n.d.): 3).
The conflict and disputes over religious philosophy with the Pharisees led to in-fighting and sectarianism but eventually, from around the time of Christ, the Pharisees gained the upper hand in the temple and the Sadducees’ influence declined and particularly so after the destruction of the temple in 70AD when they had little raison-d’etre (Kohler, (a) (n.d.):4).

The Pharissees 

In early second temple period, the “Scribes”, many of whom were Sadducees, were the experts in the study of the Law. This responsibility usually fell to the priests; their chief duty was upon focussed and undistracted study of the Torah and they probably became a distinct political party the time of the rule of Antiochus Epiphanes in 175BC (Feinberg, 1982:1079).
The Pharisees probably originated as a guild of scribes and first appear as a grouping of people in the 2nd century BC when Hellenistic ideals and practices began to occur in Jewish society. They are first called “Hasidim” (‘God’s loyal ones’) (Ellison, 1982:924). Under John Hyrcanus (134-104 BC), the Pharisees had significant influence and were supported by the general population (Jos., Ant. 13:288-300). Later they came to reject the teachings of the Sadducees who believed that the written Torah was the only God-inspired source of revelation, instead believing that God gave to Moses both the written law and an oral law – the traditions and experiences of the Jewish people down the centuries (EB, 2020). This meant that, whilst the Torah was the ‘basic rule-book’, the oral history of the Jews and its interpretation was what gave life and meaning to those rules; the task of interpretation belonged to those who had made study of the Torah – the Pharisees themselves (Ellison, 1982:925). This possibly led to the derivation of their name (from the Hebrew, “parushi”, or “the separated one”) although this may instead relate to their separation from sources of ritual impurity (Cohen, 1997:156). A key teaching of the Pharisees was on the importance of tithing and from this, not buying food from, nor eating in the house of non-Pharisees for fear that this had not been tithed. 
Upon Hyrcanus’ death his son, Aristobulus became king in 104BC which caused major conflict with the Pharisees who believed that only one born of the Davidic line should become King (Wine, 2012:174). After his death in 103, Alexander Jannaeus became king and sided with the Sadduccees - who were much more amenable to the Hellenised Hasmonean rule - against the Pharisees. However, when Herod became king in 37BC the Sadducees opposed him leading him to treat the Pharisees more favourably and this was the real beginning of their ascendency over the Sadducees (Jos., Ant. 14.9:4; 15.1:1). During and after the time of Christ, the Pharisees were the main spiritual leaders of the Jewish people. As Kohler puts it, the Pharisees were “a party of progress” (Kohler, (b) (n.d.): 8). Their interpretation of the written law was less rigid than that of the Sadducees; whereas the Sadducees rigidly applied the law of “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”, the Pharisees generally interpreted as meaning to pay due monetary compensation. Even where the rigid interpretation was kept, as in cases requiring capital punishment, the Pharisees “surrounded the penal law…with so many qualifications that [offenders] were rarely executed” (Kohler, (b) (n.d.):9).
However, they were still much criticized, both by Jesus and by the writers of the Gospels. In the ‘Sermon on the Mount’, the writer of Matthew records Jesus as telling people not to pray like the hypocrites – standing in the synagogues and on the street corners “to be seen by men” (Matt. 6:5). Having healed a demon-possessed man, the Pharisees accused Jesus of operating in the power of Beelzebub, the prince of demons (Matt. 12:24-28). This so angered Jesus that he calls them, “you brood of vipers” (Matt. 12:34). In his teachings on the Sabbath, he railed against the hypocrisy of the Pharisees for their desecration of the temple and followed this up by healing the man with a shrivelled hand (Matt. 12:1-14). This was such a radical teaching that the Pharisees “went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus” (v.14).
However, after Jesus’ death and latterly the destruction of the temple in 70AD, the regulation of all Jewish affairs was left in the hands of the Pharisees and out of their ranks, may eventually, have come the Rabbinic Judaism we see today (Marcus, 1954:158).

The Essenes 

The third sect which Josephus describes are the Essenes. In ‘the Wars of the Jews’, Josephus describes the Essenes as “Jews by birth” who have “a greater affection for one another than the other sects have” (Jos. J.W. 2.119). He goes on to describe them as rejecting pleasures as evil and the conquest of passions as virtue. He suggests that they are, generally, celibate, and teach other peoples’ children. (Jos. J.W. 2. 121).
Bruce suggests that there are two further, but possibly less accurate, sources – Philo of Alexandria and Pliny the Elder (Bruce, 1982a:348). He dates this religious community to between 1st century BC and 1st century AD, adding that they paid scrupulous attention to ceremonial purity, held all property in common, abstained from animal sacrifice, did not keep slaves, took care of the old and infirm, would not swear oaths and would not take part in warfare (Bruce, 1982a:349). He cites Josephus in holding that there was a three year period of initiation; at the end of year one, an initiate was permitted in the daily ceremony of ritual bathing, but only after a further two years would they be allowed fully into the order and to share in communal meals (Bruce, 1982a:349). Cohen suggests that Josephus regards the Essenes “not as a sect, but as a pious elite” (Cohen, 2006:141).
Perhaps because of their tendency to withdraw into closed communities, it can be difficult to find physical evidence for the Essenes. However, Josephus states that there were a large number of them and, with the discovery, curation and interpretation of the Dead Sea Scrolls since 1947, the Essenes have been linked with the site at Khirbet Qumran and the associated cemetery and cave systems. Atkinson and Magness, in their 2010 paper, made a detailed examination comparing the archaeological evidence at Qumran Khirbet and the textual evidence found in the scrolls and came to the conclusion that there was definitely an Essene community living at the site and who were responsible for the production of the scrolls and their eventual storage in the caves (Atkinson and Magness, 2010:341-342). Their conclusions were based partly on the number of copies of a scroll named “The Community Rule”, which detailed the sect’s rules regarding community living, the large number of copies (up to fifteen, dependant on interpretation), and its widespread distribution among the caves (Atkinson and Magness, 2010:320). This scroll was compared with Josephus’ writings about the Essenes and their practices, and their conclusion was that the evidence for the occupants of Khirbet Qumran being an Essene community was “substantial” (Atkinson and Magness, 2010:341). At the same time, work by Rachel Elior (2009) refuted this idea, instead proposing that scrolls were written by Zadokite priests (who had been deposed from the temple in Jerusalem in 175BC) and further that the Essenes never really existed as a sect (Macgregor-Wood, 2009:1-2). Atkinson and Magness dismissed her findings, citing Beal (1998) that “the sheer number of parallels is striking and puts the burden of proof upon those who would insist that the Qumran community was not Essene” (Atkinson and Magness, 2010:342).

These, then, were the three main Jewish sects active up to the time of the destruction of the temple in 70AD. However, factionalism appears to have been rife at this period and a number of other groups are noteworthy.

Zealots and Sicarii 

The Zealots and Sicarii appear, in academic literature, to be frequently  confused and often conjoined with each other (see Smith, 1971; Zeitlin, 1962; Gottheil and Krauss, 2011). Whilst there may have been Zealots who were Sicarii, and certainly, the Sicarii were overly-zealous, there is not significant evidence that the two were fully linked together. This is possibly because of confusion in translation between a zealot (a person of zeal) and the sect of the Zealots.
The Zealots were described by Josephus as the “fourth philosophy” (Jos., Ant.18.3; 23) and were a radical sect who were profoundly against the setting up of Judea as a Roman province around 6AD. This followed from the census by Quirinius at that time (D’Allessio and Stolzenberg, 1990:331). The priestly classes appear to have welcomed the benefits which came with this, but many pious Jews rejected the requirement to worship the Emperor and out of this conflict came the radical movement of the Zealots (D’Allessio and Stolzenberg, 1990:331). However, the Zealots opposed paying tribute to Rome and to a pagan emperor (Bruce, 1982b). An uprising against Roman rule was instigated and extended to include all humanly imposed rule. Writing about the ‘fourth philosophy’, Josephus states:
	 “…this school agrees in all other respects with the opinions of the 	Pharisees, except that they have a passion for liberty that is almost 	unconquerable, since they are convinced that God alone is their leader 	and master.” 
			(Jos. Ant. 18:23)
A man called as Judah of Gamala is named as the originator of the sect, allied to ‘Zadok the Pharisee’ (Encyclopedia.com (n.a.), 2020). Possibly as a part of this rebellion, violent acts were performed. However, as Josephus records, once Judah and his followers were dealt with (the procurator, Felix, captured many of them alive and sent them to Rome), “there sprang up another sort of robbers in Jerusalem, which were called Sicarii who slew men in the daytime and in the midst of the city” (Jos., J.W. 13.3). 
This violence and lawlessness ultimately led to the revolt of 66AD which resulted in the crushing of the will of the Jewish people and the destruction of the temple in 70AD.
 Bruce suggests that the Zealots as a sect were involved at the Roman siege of Masada (72 or 73AD) and that the supposed suicide of the occupants of the fortress marked ‘the last stand’ of the Zealots (Bruce, 1982b:1274)
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