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Early Christianity emerged as a sect within Judaism during the Second Temple period.  It was commonplace for non-Jewish people at the time, to attend the synagogues - as they were not considered sacred spaces – as believers in a God of Israel, but not adherents to the Jewish practices and traditions. Two sets of early Christians can be identified during this time; the Jewish-Christians, who converted to the Jewish practices, and Gentile-Christians, who’s practices were in line with the Council of Jerusalem, led by Paul, Peter and James, who were three of Jesus’ apostles at the time.[footnoteRef:1]  There were many native non-Jewish groups around at this time, such as the Levantines,[footnoteRef:2] the Samaritans,[footnoteRef:3] and the Dagon,[footnoteRef:4] along with distinct Jewish groups such as the Pharisees,[footnoteRef:5] the Essenes,[footnoteRef:6] the Sadducees.[footnoteRef:7] Later, the Zealots emerged, who were also considered a distinct Jewish sect.[footnoteRef:8]  The following essay will explore the different sects, their interpretations of religious law, and their resulting beliefs. [1:  Rebecca Denova, ‘The Separation of Christianity from Judaism’,  World History Encyclopedia, (2021), The Separation of Christianity from Judaism - World History Encyclopedia, [accessed 4 May 2026].]  [2:  Assaf Yasur-Landau, Eric H. Cline, Yorke M.Rowan, Eds., The Social Archaeology of the Levant:  From Prehistory to the Present, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp.458-473.]  [3:  Gary N. Knoppers, Jews and Samaritans: The Origins and History of Their Early Relations, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 102-131.]  [4:  John Roskoski, ‘Dagon: The Philistine Fish God’, Associates for Biblical Research, (04 September 2008), Israel in Era of the Judges: Dagon - The Philistine Fish God, [accessed2 May 2026].]  [5:  Craig, A. Evans, foreword, in Kent,  L. Yinger, The Pharisees: Their History, Character, and New Testament Portrait, (Oregon: Cascade Books, 2022), pp.1-16.]  [6:  Jay B Joyful & Jörg Berchem, Peace - Real Power Comes from Love, not Hate: A Book About Pacifism, Non-Violence and Civil Disobedience, 2nd edn., (Hamburg: Books On Demand, 2025), pp. 163-164.]  [7:  William Douglas Morrison & Bella Duffy, The Story of the Jews Under Roman Rule, (New York: The Knickerbocker Press, 1895), pp.296-322.]  [8:  William Reuben Farmer, Maccabees, Zealots, and Josephus: An Inquiry into Jewish Nationalism in the Greco-Roman Period, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956), pp.182-183.] 


Literature on the subject of the beginnings of Christianity all seem to point to Jesus and his apostles following the tenets of Mosaic law,[footnoteRef:9] but re-imagining the implementation of those laws in a way that could be considered palatable to non-Jews.  It also appears that there was incorporation of influences from distinct Jewish sects such as the Essenes; whose beliefs and practices were evident in some of Jesus’ teachings. Morrison writes, ‘On certain subjects, such as the rejection of oaths, the blessings of poverty, and the danger of riches, there is a resemblance between the teachings of Jesus and Essene doctrine.’ [footnoteRef:10] As mentioned by Edward Nesbit, ‘ Jesus is recorded to have frequently rebuked and denounced both the Sadducees and Pharisees, but it is not related that he once mentioned the Essenes by name.’[footnoteRef:11]William Morrison’s work however, describes vast differences between Jesus’ teachings and the Essenes, such as the nature of the Sabbath, ceremonial cleanliness, and separation from those not part of the sect.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Bryan Blazosky, The Law’s Universal Condemning and Enslaving Power: Reading Paul, the Old Testament, and Second Temple Jewish Literature, ed. By Richard, S, Hess, (Pennsylvania: Eisenbrauns, 1983), pp.30-49.]  [10:  William Douglas Morrison & Bella Duffy, The Story of the Jews Under Roman Rule, (New York: The Knickerbocker Press, 1895), p.346]  [11:  E. Plantar Nesbit, Jesus An Essene, (California: Evinity Publishing Inc., 2009), p.1.]  [12:  William Douglas Morrison & Bella Duffy, The Story of the Jews Under Roman Rule, (New York: The Knickerbocker Press, 1895), p.346.] 

The Essene practices differed from both the Pharisees and the Sadducees. The Essenes were pacifists like the Pharisees, but the level at which they practiced this pacifism was far greater than the Pharisees.  The doctrine of not killing applied to animals as well as humans for them, and their diet reflected this, comprising of mostly raw foods, grains, fruits and vegetables.  This is argued however by Albert Baumgartner, who cites Josephus’ claim that they did eat meat; furthering his claim by evidence of animal bones found at Qumran.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Albert I. Baumgartner, The Flourishing of Jewish Sects in the Maccabean Era: An Interpretation, (Leiden: Koninklijke, 1997), p. 64.] 

It has been suggested that the Essenes practices may have also been influenced to some degree by other sources such as Pythagoreanism, and Persian dualism,[footnoteRef:14] the latter of which developed from Zoroastrianism[footnoteRef:15] with a cosmic approach to good and evil, and a belief in fate; but shaped in part by the individual’s choices.  This view was shared to a degree by the Pharisees, unlike the Sadducees who denied a pre-destined existence, and that a person’s actions determined their destiny.[footnoteRef:16][footnoteRef:17] [14:  Philip R. Davies, Behind The Essenes: History and Ideology in the Dead Sea Scrolls, (Georgia: Scholars Press, 2020), p.25.]  [15:  Meena Iyer, Faith and Philosophy of Zoroastrianism, (Delhi: Kalpaz Publications, 2009), pp.193-203.]  [16:  K. Kohler,’ The Essenes and the Apocalyptic Literature ‘, The Jewish Quarterly Review , Oct., 1920, New Series, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Oct., 1920), pp. 145-168, (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania Press, 1920), p.156, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1451390 , [accessed 09 May 2026].]  [17:  A. Keith Thompson, ‘The Doctrine of Resurrection in the Book of Mormon’, in Jeffrey Bradshaw & Daniel Oswald, eds. in Daniel Peterson’s, Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture, Volume 16 (2015), (Utah, The Interpreter Foundation, 2015), p.106.] 

Unlike the Pharisees, who could be considered a socially aware and involved movement,[footnoteRef:18] the Essenes went to great lengths to remain separate from those that did not adhere to their strict practices; even so far as locating the sect apart from other Jewish communities to an area believed to be Qumran.  Rabbinic literature does not mention the Essenes by name, and information relies upon the scrolls found at the Qumran location -The Dead Sea Scrolls[footnoteRef:19] – and the writings of Josephus, Philo, and Pliny the Elder.[footnoteRef:20] The Essenes are also not mentioned in either the Old or New Testament of the Bible. However, Luke 1:80 describes John staying in the wilderness, and in Matthew 3:4 of practicing restricted diets; both of which allude to time spent with the Essenes. [18:  Peter Tan-Gatue, The Tax Collector and the Pharisee: Exploring the Plausible Origin of the Parable’s Justification Theme, (Oregon: Pickwick Publications, 2022), p.101.]  [19:  Vermes, Géza, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English, Revised Ed., (London:Penguin Books, 2004), [accessed 06 May2026].]  [20:  John J. Collins & Daniel C. Harlow, eds. The Eedermans Dictionary of Early Judaism, (Michigan:  Willaim B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), p.451.] 

The Pharisees and the Sadducees are often mentioned together, however, there appears a great deal of differences between the two.  Both were formed when the Jews were received back into Jerusalem under the rein of Cyrus the Great, following his restoration decree.  The two sects that emerged out of Babylon were under different leadership, which is suggested to have shaped the way in which Judaism was considered.[footnoteRef:21];[footnoteRef:22] William Morrison describes the Pharisees as being opponents to the Sadducees, which he attributes originally to political reasons. Morrison writes about Roman involvement with the Jews, suggesting theirs was as a diplomatic stance, [21:  Solomon Zeitlin, ‘The Origin of the Pharisees Reaffirmed’, in The Jewish Quarterly Review, Vol. 59, No. 4 (Apr., 1969), pp. 255 267, (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press), ,https://www.jstor.org/stable/1453466 , pp.2-3, [accessed 09 May 2026].   ]  [22:  Solomon Zeitlin,’ The Essenes and Messianic Expectations. A Historical Study of the Sects and Ideas during the Second Jewish Commonwealth’, The Jewish Quarterly Review , (Oct., 1954), Vol. 45, No. 2. (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press), pp.83-84., The Essenes and Messianic Expectations. A Historical Study of the Sects and Ideas during the Second Jewish Commonwealth on JSTOR, [accessed 10 May 2026].] 

     We shall at the same time find the Jews displaying an utter lack of capacity to form
     themselves into homogeneous nationality ; we shall also see the two parties within the 
     young state-the Pharisees and Sadducees-producing such a condition of disorder as to 
     lead to Roman interference, and the downfall of Jewish independence.[footnoteRef:23]     [23:  William Douglas Morrison & Bella Duffy, The Story of the Jews Under Roman Rule, (New York: The Knickerbocker Press, 1895), p.20.] 

The Society of Pharisees main objective was to ensure the Levitical laws, and doctrine of resurrection, which they carried out as scribes, scholars, and interpreters of the law, in synagogues and the Temple. A number of their traditions which were handed down from previous generations interpretations, were not accepted by the Sadducees, and they rejected anything not directly written in the Torah, dismissing the oral Torah as was the Pharisees preference.[footnoteRef:24] The Sadducees in contrast were the priests who managed the Temple, and carried out the rituals and sacrifices.  Unlike the Pharisees who were pacifists, the Sadducees aligned with the Romans - who carried out many wars - in an effort to maintain their power and wealth.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  John J. Collins & Daniel C. Harlow, eds. The Eedermans Dictionary of Early Judaism, (Michigan:  Willaim B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), p.166.]  [25:  Louis Finkelstein, The Pharisees: The Sociological Background of Their Faith Volume II, 2nd edn.,(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society Of America, 1940), p.606-615.] 

 The two sects also argued such things as the belief in angels, spirit and resurrection, the purification of water, a woman’s menstrual flow, the use of specific animal skins, and many more, indicating that their interpretation of the law was different in each sect.[footnoteRef:26]  Although the Pharisees claim was to advocate against violence, they led a violent revolt against Alexander Jannaeus during his reign, due to Alexander following a Sadducean ritual of pouring a libation onto the ground, instead of the tradition according to the Pharisees, which was to pour it onto the altar.[footnoteRef:27]  Another example of non-pacifistic behaviour by the Pharisees was resisting Rome by force, against the payment of taxes to foreigners.  According to them, tributes could only be due to Jehovah.  It is suggested that it was at this time that a new group called the Zealots emerged from members of the Pharisees, and that the name represented their zeal for the law.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  ibid., p.639-645.]  [27:  William Douglas Morrison & Bella Duffy, The Story of the Jews Under Roman Rule, (New York: The Knickerbocker Press, 1895), p.28-29.]  [28:  Ibid., p.126-127.] 

David Berger discusses Klausner’s view of the Pharisees as ‘activist Pharisees’ as describing ‘Zealots’,[footnoteRef:29]which supports an idea that they were not separate sects. William Reuben discusses the work of Josephus, in the idea that the Zealots were considered ‘patriots’ upholding religious law.  He further discusses the similarity between the Zealots and the Maccabees, suggesting that Judas’ ‘fourth sect’ was closely connected to the Zealots.[footnoteRef:30]  It would be reasonable to assume that the Zealots emerged from an existing sect, rather than simply emerging independently.  They played an important role in the Roman war of 66 AD, clearing the way for both Judaism and Christianity. [29:  David Berger, ‘Maccabees, Zealots And Josephus: The Impact Of Zionism On Joseph Klausner’s History Of The Second Temple’, in Cultures in Collision and Conversation: Essays in the Intellectual History of the Jews, (Massachusetts: Academic Studies Press, 2011),p.323, MACCABEES, ZEALOTS AND JOSEPHUS: THE IMPACT OF ZIONISM ON JOSEPH KLAUSNER’S HISTORY OF THE SECOND TEMPLE THE IMPACT OF ZIONISM ON JOSEPH KLAUSNER’S HISTORY OF THE SECOND TEMPLE from Cultures in Collision and Conversation: Essays in the Intellectual History of the Jews on JSTOR, [accessed 12 May 2026].]  [30:  William Reuben Farmer, Maccabees, Zealots, and Josephus: An Inquiry into Jewish Nationalism in the Greco-Roman Period, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956), p.25.] 


What seems to be apparent throughout the research conducted, is a religious foundation which has been split into separatist ideals based upon influences such as leadership, interpretation, politics, economics and power.  It paints a familiar picture which seems to repeat itself over and over throughout history, in both religious and non-religious landscapes.  All of the examples however, are based upon a belief in God, and the laws he gave to Moses as a guidebook for humanity.  The perceived ‘rights’ or ‘wrongs’ resulting in division of what God arguably created as one.
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