The Pharisees

The Pharisees were a group whose numbers were made up by laymen and scribes.[footnoteRef:1] It is believed that they first emerged after the Maccabean revolt 165-160 BCE.[footnoteRef:2] The Pharisees may have been held in high regard because of this event, having a history which included standing against Hellenism and everything it stood for, which included worshipping foreign Gods (Baal) and singling out Jews for persecution and destroying their way of life.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Pharisee | Definition, History, & Legacy | Britannica July 12, 2024, Melissa Petruzzello [Accessed 25th August 2024]]  [2:  Pharisee | Definition, History, & Legacy | Britannica July 12, 2024, Melissa Petruzzello [Accessed 25th August 2024]]  [3:  Maccabees | Meaning, History, Significance, Revolt, & Facts | Britannica George Angus Fulton Knight  Aug 7, 2024 [Accessed 25th August 2024]] 

The term Pharisee finds it origins in both Hebrew and Aramaic.[footnoteRef:4] The word could potentially mean both separate and interpret.[footnoteRef:5] Interestingly the people who made up this group did not refer to themselves as Pharisees.[footnoteRef:6] The term Pharisee may have been used mockingly by others or as a collective pronoun so others would know who were being referred to.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Anthony J. Saldarini , Pharisees, Scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian Society (2001, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids) pp.220-221]  [5:  Saldarini, P.221]  [6:  Saldarini, P221]  [7:  Saldarini, P.221] 

It would appear the term separate may be the correct term when describing the Pharisees. Possibly closely linked to the scribes, they were described as separating themselves off to perpetuate the knowledge of culture necessary for both the social and political life of the place where they lived.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Richard Horsley, The Pharisees and the temple state of Judea (2022, Cascade books) https://www.perlego.com/book/3741883 [Accessed 25th August 2024]] 

To perpetuate the knowledge and culture of where they lived, it is believed that they stood up for, and in the place of illiterate peasants by protecting their way of life and acting as a representative to the outside world.[footnoteRef:9] With this in mind, it can be argued that the group, known as Interpreters of Smooth Things[footnoteRef:10], would be seen in a preferable light by the people who relied upon them. [9:  Anthony J. Saldarini , Pharisees, Scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian Society (2001, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids) p.56]  [10:  Joseph Sievers, Amy-Jill Levine, The Pharisees, (2021, Eerdmans) https://www.perlego.com/book/2984748 [Accessed 25th August 2024] ] 

However, in the Bible, the Pharisees are referred to with negative connotations. The Pharisees are mentioned the most in the Gospels and in acts[footnoteRef:11] and they appear to be in direct opposition to Jesus Christ. Some examples of where they appear to be in direct opposition to Jesus include asking him for a sign to prove that he is the son of God which Jesus professes (Matthew 12.38) and trying to entrap Jesus by covertly sending one of their own to Jesus to get his views on paying Taxes to Ceaser (Matthew 22.15-17). Other examples of the Pharisees intending to oppose Jesus include times when the Pharisees question Jesus regarding his healing on the Sabbath (Mark 3.2 – Luke 14.1-4), lastly testing Jesus by bringing the woman caught in adultery and testing Jesus’ response by quoting the law Moses (John 7.53 – 8.1-11). [11:  Who Were the Pharisees? Bible Definition and Meaning (biblestudytools.com) www.biblestudytools.com J. Julius Scott, Jr.  1997 [Accessed 25th August 2024]] 

Other examples which could be seen as not opposition but trying to preserve their way of life include when the Pharisees question Jesus why his disciples are not fasting like those of John or the Pharisees (Mark 2.18), investigating the miracles of Jesus as potential sinful behaviour by stating that they are followers of Moses and knew God spoke to Moses (John 9.28-29), lastly being surprised by Jesus’ lack of attention to the rules of purification before eating (Luke 11.37-38)
The negative view of the Pharisees is cemented to readers of the Bible through the words of Jesus by stating that the disciples needed to be on their guard against the teachings of the Pharisees (Matthew 16.12). The main difference we can see that Jesus may be illuminating to the disciples is the attitude of the Pharisees. Whereas Jesus is willing to literally practice what he preaches, the pharisees are said to put ‘...heavy expectations on the shoulders of others, yet not do anything alleviate or ease the burden…’ (Matthew 23.4). Further to this, Jesus illustrates that whilst the Pharisees try to attain outward purity by following the law to the letter and instructing others to do so, Jesus points out that they are neglecting to make pure their inner self, not through the washing of hands or what they ate, but through their heart attitude. 
However, with their history, is it possible that the Pharisees are just misunderstood? With their history as standing against the Hellenism that risked their very way of life, is it possible that the Pharisees saw Jesus as a threat to their way of life? One notable Pharisee who noticed what Jesus was teaching and gladly accepted it was Paul. 
Paul, who wrote 13 books in the New Testament[footnoteRef:12]is the most well-known Pharisee in the Bible, having converted to Christianity in the book of Acts. Paul, seeing the stoning of Stephen and approving of it (Acts 8.1) may give us an idea of just what lengths the Pharisees may have gone to in the pursuit of their ideals. [12:  How Many Books of the Bible Did Paul Write? (biblestudytools.com) Pamela Palmer October 20, 2023 [Accessed 25th August 2024]] 

The Pharisees, a minority group who fulfilled a role an integral role within the society that they lived. They were known for fiercely protecting the society from the outside world and being a voice for the people who were illiterate. However, Christians have a negative view of the of the Pharisees for how they are portrayed and the opposition they gave to Jesus. Possibly a group that is highly misunderstood, emerging from a period of revolution and rededication, the Pharisees sought to contain their world and the world of others to the law of Moses and struggled to accept the teachings of Jesus.
Bibliography
Elwell, W. A. (1997, unknown unknown). https://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/pharisees/. Retrieved from Bible study tools website: www.biblestudytools.com
Horsely, R. (2022). The Pharisees and the temple state of Judea. Oregon: Cascade Books.
Knight, G. A. (2024, August 7). https://www.britannica.com/topic/Maccabees. Retrieved from Britannica online Encyclopaedia: www.britannica.com
Palmer, P. (2023, October 20). https://www.biblestudytools.com/bible-study/topical-studies/how-many-books-of-the-bible-did-paul-write.html. Retrieved from Bible sudy tool website: www.Biblestudytools.com
Petruzzello, M. (2024, July 12). https://www.britannica.com/topic/Pharisee. Retrieved from Britannica online Encyclopaedia: www.britannica.com
Saldarini, A. J. (2001). Pharisees, Scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian Society. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company.
Sievers, J., & Levine, A.-J. (2021). The Pharisees. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman Publishing Company.


